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Foreword 



This report is the final report for the research review on pupils’ experiences and 
perspectives of the curriculum, carried out by the National Foundation for Educa- 
tional Research (NFER) on behalf of the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority 
(QCA). It draws together the work from the full six years of this project, which 
spans literature from 1989 to date. The first report for this project was produced in 
February 2000. A series of annual updating reports has been supplied by the 
NFER to the QCA from 2001-2005 inclusive. Since its inception, the review has 
been extended to cover the areas of assessment, careers education and work- 
related learning. In total, 314 publications have been summarised for the review 
(23 of these are from this latest update to the review). 

Thanks are due to our colleagues Pauline Benefield and Hilary Grayson in the 
NFER library and to Hilary McElderry in the Northern Office for administrative 
support. We also acknowledge previous members of the project team who have 
contributed to the reports over the years, including Annie Johnson, John Harland 
and Melanie Hall. Finally, we are grateful for the support and advice from Claire 
Farkman, who has overseen the project at QCA. 

Pippa Ford and Megan Jones 
NFER Northern Office 
March 2006 



Executive summary 

1.1 Background and aims 

In 1999, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) commissioned the 
National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) to conduct a review of the 
research literature on pupils’ experiences and perspectives of the National Cur- 
riculum. The review considered research which: 

• took into account the pupils’ experience and perspective 

• focused on the curriculum (including the whole curriculum, the National Cur- 
riculum, individual subjects, assessment, cross-curricular themes and skills, 
and work-related learning) 

• was published from 1989 onwards 

• was conducted in England, Wales, Northern Ireland or Scotland. 

The aims of the review were to examine and categorise the key themes, findings 
and methodologies employed in the research. The first report for the review, 
including a database of the sources analysed, was completed in March 2000 (Lord 
and Harland, 2000). 

Subsequently, the NFER has completed five annual updates to the review and 
database, each one focusing on the most recently published literature in the field 
(Lord, 2001, 2002, 2003; Lord and Johnson, 2004, 2005). The updates have 
developed and expanded the themes by which the research has been categorised, 
in order to take account of emerging issues in the research. 

1 .2 This report 

This report provides an overview of the full review of the research from 1989 to 
date. It considers the findings from the previous reports and updates, as well as 
those from research carried out in the most recent publication period 2004-2005. 
It presents the findings that continue to have significance - for example, in the 
light of current policy, and that are raised by learners as much today as they have 
been throughout the period of the review. In this final report, the learners’ perspec- 
tive remains a paramount criterion, as does the focus on the curriculum. 
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1 .3 The research 



In total, 314 publications have been summarised and included in the review. Over 
half of these sources were published from 1999 onwards - indicating a growing 
focus on involving the pupil voice in research. Overall patterns in the year groups 
investigated, methods used, sample sizes and duration of projects can be sum- 
marised as follows. 

• Research has been more common in the secondary than in the primary phase. 
Year 9 and year 1 1 , and year 6 and year 2 have been the most researched year 
groups within each phase (i.e. the years prior to transfer to the next key stage). 
Year 9 has been the most commonly researched year group overall. 

• Pupils’ perspectives have been obtained more often through qualitative 
approaches than quantitative. However, studies involving both types of data 
make up more than one third of the body of research. 

• The questionnaire and individual interview have remained by far the two most 
frequently used instruments for exploring pupils’ views throughout the time 
period of the review. In addition, observation methods and pair interviews have 
been used particularly in the primary phase; whilst discussion groups have been 
a popular choice at key stage 4 for researching areas such as personal, social 
and health education (PSHE). 

• Current and recent research shows a trend towards involving pupils through 
group discussion and consultation. This reflects recent developments to 
include the pupil voice in both research and practice, such as through their 
involvement in classroom and school-based action research and evaluation. 

• Over a third of the studies (where sample sizes were given) have involved sam- 
ples of fewer than 100 pupils. Fewer than a third have involved samples of 
more than 750. Most of the research carried out has involved between two and 
five schools. A small proportion of the studies has involved 50 or more schools. 

• Overall, much of the research included in the review has been ‘one-off’ with 
short-term data collection. There have been relatively few long-term studies 
(e.g. three or more years) or longitudinal studies. Age group comparisons have 
been more common than the exploration of a cohort’s views over time. 
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1 .4 Subject areas in the review 



Although not a subject-based review, most of the research included has been set in 

the context of a subject or curriculum area. 

• Overall, science has been the most frequently researched subject area from the 
pupils’ perspective, followed by English, maths, physical education (PE) and 
PSHE. 

• The humanities (geography, history and religious education (RE)) and informa- 
tion technology (IT) have been less frequently researched from the pupil 
perspective, while the arts and modern foreign languages curricula have seen 
comparatively little research activity. 

• The review has identified recent research into a number of areas reflecting pol- 
icy developments and initiatives, such as citizenship, the literacy hour, bridging 
units between key stages 2 and 3, work-related learning and assessment. 

• The review also contains a number of studies which have explored all subject 
areas in relation to pupils’ subject preferences. However, studies have rarely 
considered pupils’ whole curriculum experiences. Where research does inves- 
tigate more holistically, this has tended to refer more widely to school and 
teaching and learning experiences. 



1 .5 The themes in the review 

The research findings were categorised by themes, which were developed, refined 
and expanded as appropriate throughout the time period of the review. Eighteen 
themes make up the review. 

• The most frequently explored themes in the reviewed research have been 
pupils’ perceptions of the relevance of, and their enjoyment of, the curricu- 
lum. Although not the focus of the review, curriculum studies have also 
frequently reported findings on pupils’ preferences for teaching and learning 
styles, as well as their subject and activity preferences. 

• Other common areas of research include cross-curricular themes and skills, 
assessment alongside pupils’ views on achievement and ability, and careers 
education. Continuity and progression has commonly focused on key stage 
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2-3 transfer, although many of the findings on this theme emanate from 
researcher inference from year group comparisons, rather than directly from 
the learners themselves. 

• Aspects of the curriculum less frequently researched from the learners’ per- 
spective include the manageability and breadth and balance of the 
curriculum. The coherence of the curriculum has been particularly rarely 
researched from the learners’ perspective. 

• Other themes to emerge in the findings included: pupils’ understanding of 
curriculum subjects; their perceptions in the context of curriculum change; 
out-of-school influences on pupils’ curriculum experiences; the effects and 
outcomes of the curriculum on learners and pupils’ perceptions of values edu- 
cation. 

Many of the themes directly relate to concepts and policies underpinning the 
design of the curriculum, such as its breadth and balance, its relevance, and so on. 
However, several of the themes incorporated into this review have emerged in the 
findings alongside these ‘design’ concepts. For example, pupils’ views on 
achievement and ability, or their experiences of teaching and learning styles 
within the classroom. Such areas encompass wider research that is not included 
within the remit of this review (i.e. this review has not considered all research on 
achievement or on teaching and learning, etc). 

1.6 The key findings 

The research findings from the 314 sources included in the review are dispersed 
across a wide range of themes and foci, and derived from various aims, research 
questions and contexts. However, some areas have provided a sufficient body of 
research to allow cumulative and corroborated results to be identified. Within and 
across the themes, the key findings that continue to have significance have been 
summarised. These include findings that resonate with current and recent devel- 
opments in curriculum policy, and those that remain foremost for pupils today as 
they have been throughout the time period of the review. 

• Learners see the curriculum as relevant to passing exams, getting grades, and 
as a passport to their next steps. At all ages, pupils’ sense of ‘academic’ rele- 
vance increases with impending assessment. Despite this, real-life connections 
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are important in creating relevance for pupils and vocational relevance for all 
is a value espoused by pupils. 

• Across the curriculum, pupils’ enthusiasm decreases as they get older. Over 
the primary phase, their enjoyment starts to wane. At key stage 2-3 transition 
pupils experience some repetition in their learning. More intellectual rigour 
may be needed in the curriculum as key stage 2 progresses in order to engage 
pupils at a time when they perceive many subjects to be getting easier. 

• Enjoyment and motivation across the curriculum continue to decrease 
throughout key stages 3 and 4. Year 8 depicts a dip in motivation. Year 9 
indicates some recovery of motivational attitudes, associated with national 
assessment and making choices. However, key stage 4 reveals some improve- 
ments in pupils’ enjoyment, particularly of optional subjects. 

• Pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum is associated with a sense of ease, fun, 
newness, progressive accomplishment and appropriate challenge. Pupils 
enjoy subjects and activities where teaching and learning is active, participa- 
tory and has practical application. 

• Learners appreciate supportive and collaborative approaches, with prefer- 
ences for increasing responsibility and autonomy as they get older. 
Explaining clearly is amongst the most consistently valued quality in a 
teacher. In addition, pupils appreciate teachers’ wide subject knowledge, and 
welcome sessions with professionals from within the field (e.g. health profes- 
sionals, visitors from colleges, the workplace and so on). 

• Across the themes, variety is espoused. Pupils enjoy a variety of teaching and 
learning approaches and activities. A balance and range of assessment meth- 
ods is desirable (e.g. formal and informal; teacher- self- and peer-led 
evaluation; formative and summative). Pupils also appreciate a variety of sub- 
jects to be on offer, including a balance between academic subjects and 
those that are more creative, practical or vocational. 

• Across the themes, ‘too much writing' and ‘too many facts’ form an underly- 
ing current in pupils’ views (e.g. on manageability, assessment, breadth and 
balance, enjoyment). They recommend slimmer subject content, although by 
this they do not necessarily imply less depth. 

• The right level of challenge is important to pupils’ engagement, enjoyment, 
progression and achievement. Thus, some sense of differentiated and individu- 
alised learning might be desirable. 
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• Pupils also value accessibility and equal opportunity across many aspects of 
the curriculum considered in this review - e.g. vocational learning for all, 
‘basics ’for all (although not necessarily in the form of key skills), careers guid- 
ance/or all. Beyond this though, pupils also request the opportunity for choice, 
and again, varying degrees of differentiated and personalised learning. 

• Across the curriculum, implicit messages permeate pupils’ experiences and per- 
ceptions. Pupils ascribe importance to subjects according to their timetable 
allocations or assessment status. Learners internalise messages about achieve- 
ment, making progress and doing well, such that there is sometimes a mismatch 
between their perceptions (and labels ) and their actual achievements and abilities. 

• Pupils appreciate explicit measures or markers in the curriculum - for exam- 
ple against which they can gauge their progress. However, there is a need for 
making such messages more overt. Pupils (particularly secondary school 
pupils) require more visible messages about the relevance of the curriculum to 
daily and future life. They might also benefit from greater awareness of con- 
nections across the curriculum (i.e. coherence), and recognising continuity 
and progression in their learning. 



1 .7 Current research 

In order to identify any current or planned research in the area of pupils’ perspec- 
tives on the National Curriculum, requests were sent out annually to relevant UK 
university education departments, research organisations and commissioning bod- 
ies. Rather than a comprehensive survey or audit of work, organisations were 
invited to respond so as to inform the review and help provide an up-to-date pic- 
ture of the work underway in this field. Searches of the Current Educational 
Research in the UK (CERUK) databases were also conducted. 

Research currently underway in this field includes pupils’ experiences of and atti- 
tudes towards science; pupils’ careers education and decision making; their views 
on formative assessment and experiences of computer-based assessment methods. 
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1.8 Implications for curriculum policy, practice and 
research 

Several areas in the review have raised implications for current policy or practice, 
or have provoked the question of the need for further research. We highlight some 
of the issues to consider in the light of curriculum policy and developments, 
including: Assessment for Learning, enjoyment and achievement, the person- 
alised learning agenda, the 14-19 debate and e-learning. 



1.8.1 Assessment for Learning and making progress 

Assessment for Learning is the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for 
use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their 
learning, where they need to go and how best to get there. (Assessment Reform 
Group, 2002) 

Assessment for learning: time to embed. Across a number of themes, subject 
areas and age ranges, the findings from the pupils’ perspective highlight implica- 
tions for the development of Assessment for Learning. Research has shown that 
the initial change from a summative to a formative schema can be ‘ unsettling ’ for 
pupils, and elements such as peer evaluation can be demanding. In addition, 
pupils’ strategies for recognising their own learning and progress reveal a reliance 
on external cues (e.g. examinations and reports). Thus, Assessment for Learning 
might take time to embed within teaching and learning and curriculum developers 
and teachers might also consider the balance between ongoing assessment and 
summative markers to enable pupils to gauge their progress. 

1.8.2 Enjoyment and achievement 

. . . for every primary school to combine excellence in teaching with enjoyment 
of learning ... (DfES, 2003a) 

. . . for all children and young people to enjoy and achieve. (Every Child Mat- 
ters, DfES, 2005a) 

Real-life application, ‘fun’ and achievement. A number of recent studies reveal 
a mismatch between pupils’ preferred learning styles and activities and what they 
report actually experiencing in the classroom. Aspects of the curriculum that 
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might be developed in order to better accommodate pupils’ preferences include: 
increased relevance to daily life and work; greater attention to practical activity; 
more opportunity for responsibility, autonomy and personal choice; learning that 
is ‘fun’; attention to both the mode of delivery and the content of subjects and a 
greater emphasis on learning-oriented rather than performance-oriented learning. 

Further research on manageability, breadth and balance. Given the associa- 
tion between enjoyment and manageability in the findings, and the changing 
balance within the curriculum through aspects such as the literacy hour, further 
research into these topics in the primary phases might be considered - in particu- 
lar, their association with pupils’ enjoyment and achievement. 



1.8.3 Personalised learning 

A pupil’s learning journey involves a combination of entitlement and choice 
that delivers a breadth of study and personal relevance and for young people at 
age 14 and onwards there is increasing choice within the education system. 
(www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/personalisedlearning/five/curriculum) 

Breadth, choice and variety. Pupils consistently request a breadth and range of 
subjects and courses on offer. This encompasses both the desire for personal 
choice, and entitlement to 'basics for all’ .At key stage 3, ‘variety’ within the cur- 
riculum seems important (i.e. to include a broad range of skills, practical learning 
and real-life relevance) whilst at 14-19, ‘choice’ seems important. 

Improving balance for all pupils. The areas that pupils highlight for greater cur- 
riculum coverage reflect those which they perceive to be useful for daily life, 
work and for preparation for future study. A greater emphasis on relevant learning 
opportunities both to study, life and work and to the particular pupils concerned 
might help address issues of balance, as well as ‘ personalised learning ’ for pupils. 



1.8.4 14-19 education and skills 

... tailored to the talents and aspirations of individual young people, with 
greater flexibility about what and where to study and when to take qualifica- 
tions. (DfES, 2005c, p.3) 
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Further research on coherence, continuity and progression. Given recent 
developments in the areas of personalised learning and 14-19 education, more 
research into the coherence, continuity and progression of the learners’ experience 
might be opportune. Areas for research might include: opportunities for personal 
choice; the range of courses on offer and what this means for the learning experi- 
ence as a coherent ‘whole’ and learners’ progression throughout key stage 3 and 
the 14-19 curriculum and its associated assessment arrangements. In addition, 
accounts of whole curriculum learning and skills might be further explored. 



1.8.5 ICT and e-learning 

... as a learner you should have: . . . the chance to develop the skills you need 
for participating fully in a technology-rich society. (DfES, 2005, p.7) 

Harnessing pupils’ enjoyment and motivation associated with information 
and communications technology (ICT). Given the added dimension that ICT 
brings to pupils’ learning (including to their enjoyment and understanding), there 
is a strong case for harnessing the high levels of pupil enjoyment and motivation 
with regard to ICT that are evident at a young age. This might particularly be the 
case with girls, whose confidence in computer usage tends to decline with age. 
ICT was amongst the less frequently researched subject areas at primary school, 
and given this important arena there may be a pressing need for further research 
into pupils’ perspectives on ICT in the curriculum. 

1.9 Concluding comment 

This review has focused on pupils’ perspectives and experiences of the curriculum 
and assessment, as found in the research literature from 1989 to date. Over this 
time period, there have been developments and changes in the curriculum and 
associated policy contexts. The particular focus that research takes on the pupil - 
as learner, student, individual, participant, and so on - has also changed and 
developed. As well as exploring their perspectives, involving pupils in research 
has also come to the fore, through consultation, action research, in-school evalu- 
ation, school councils and so on. The pupil voice is now making a contribution 
across education and other children’s services (including via Every Child Matters 
- making a positive contribution and engaging in decision making through school 
councils, for example (DfES, 2005a)). 
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Any future review might be developed to focus on the pupil voice - not only what 
they say, but the process by which they are involved, who is involved, and the 
impact of that involvement on the children and young people, as well as perhaps 
on schools and elsewhere. As a number of researchers have recently highlighted, 
it is not only the curriculum that affects young people’s views, but how they are 
involved in their teaching, learning, personal, social and other development - a 
complex array which needs constant unravelling. 
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2 The research review 



2.1 Background to the review 

In 1999, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) commissioned the 
National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) to conduct a review of the 
research literature on pupils’ experiences and perspectives of the National Cur- 
riculum. The review considered research in this field which had been carried out 
over the last ten years and which was conducted in England, Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales. 1 The review examined and categorised the key themes, find- 
ings and methodologies employed in the research. The first report for this review, 
including a database of the sources analysed, was completed in March 2000 (Lord 
and Harland, 2000). 

Subsequently, the NFER has completed five annual updates to the review and 
database, each one focusing on the most recently published literature in the field 
(Lord, 2001, 2002, 2003; Lord and Johnson, 2004, 2005). A key element of the 
updates has been to develop and expand the themes by which the research has 
been categorised, in order to take account of emerging issues in the research. 

In addition, the review work has also reflected some of the key educational policy 
contexts and concerns to emerge. Expansions to the topics covered by the review 
include pupils’ views in the areas of assessment, careers education, work-related 
learning and citizenship. These reflect developments related to 14-16 and 14-19 
education, for example, embraceing vocational and work-related learning oppor- 
tunities, as set out in the Green paper on 14-19 curriculum reform (DfES, 2002) 
and through such initiatives as the Increased Flexibility Programme for 14-16 
year olds (Golden et al., 2003). In addition, some research highlights recent initia- 
tives such as the National Literacy Strategy, the Key Stage 3 Strategy, and the 
Assessment for Learning agenda. 

2.2 This report 

This report provides a selected overview of the full review of the research from 
1989 to date. It considers the findings from the previous reports and updates, as 
well as those from research carried out in the most recent publication period 
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2004-2005. It presents the findings that continue to have significance in the light 
of current policy, and that are raised by learners as much today as they have been 
throughout the period of the review. In this final report, the learners’ perspective 
remains a paramount criterion, as does the focus on the curriculum (which 
includes the National Curriculum and associated strategies, individual subjects, 
cross-curricular skills and experiences, and assessment). 



2.3 The identified research 

Throughout the project, research has been identified using the search strategies 
and selection criteria employed in the original specification, with updates as nec- 
essary to encompass the new areas (e.g. assessment). The full set of aims and 
objectives, search strategies and inclusion criteria for the review are set out in 
Appendices 1 and 2. Likewise, the typologies of substantive themes and method- 
ological approaches have been developed and updated as necessary (see 
Appendices 4 and 5). 

The research identified for the review includes studies that have asked pupils 
about: 

• their experiences and perspectives across the whole curriculum 

• a smaller or more focused part of the curriculum 

• their experiences of particular activities, teaching or learning which have impli- 
cations for curriculum policy 

• schooling more generally, from which views on the curriculum can be 
extracted. 

In addition to the pupils’ own voice, a number of the findings in the review have 
emanated from researcher inference on those pupil experiences and perspectives 
gathered or observed through the course of the research. The extent to which find- 
ings are researcher inferred or directly from the pupils themselves is indicated in 
the discussion in section 3. 

Some of the identified research has involved pupil views alongside those of other 
stakeholders such as teachers, parents and employers. In the majority of these 
cases, the views of the different respondents were reported separately, making it 
possible to extrapolate the pupil views relevant to the curriculum. 
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2.4 Volume of research 



In total, 314 publications have been summarised and included in the review, see 
Figure 1. Over half of these sources were published from 1999 onwards - indicat- 
ing a growing focus on involving the pupil voice in research. The publication 
years around the millennium saw an increase in literature in this field, to some 
extent related to the ten-year anniversary of the introduction of the National Cur- 
riculum. Research ten years on was a common theme, on subject choice (Bell, 
2001) and standards (Davies and Brember, 2001), for example. 

The apparent tail-off in the most recent years of publication is most likely due to 
a time-lag in sources becoming available on literature databases. Section 4 out- 
lines current research underway on pupils’ experiences of the curriculum, and 
refers to some of the forthcoming publications in the field. 



Figure 1 The volume of research in the review 

Volume of research by publication year 
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Year of publication 

Source: NFER database of sources on pupils' experiences and perspectives of the curriculum 



2.5 The phases, key stages and year groups included 
in the research review 

Figure 2 shows the amount of research included in the review according to the 
year group of the pupils involved. 

• The research included in the review has been more common in the secondary 
than in the primary phase, although a substantial amount has been undertaken 
in the last year of primary school. 
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• Across the phases, key stage 3 has been the most commonly researched, whilst 
key stage 1 has been the least so. 

• Year 9 and year 1 1 , and year 6 and year 2 have been the most researched year 
groups within each phase (i.e. the years prior to transfer to the next key stage). 
Year 9 has been the most commonly researched year group overall. 

• Some research has pertained to one year group only. Other research has 
involved pupils from several year groups - chiefly within the same key stage or 
phase, although some cross-key stage research has been undertaken, particu- 
larly at the point of key stage 2-3 transition. Other year group combinations for 
research have included years 2, 4 and 6 and years 7, 9 and 11. 



Figure 2 The year groups involved in the review of research 
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Source: NFER database of sources on pupils' experiences and perspectives of the curriculum 

NB Each source could involve a number of different year groups in the research, hence the number of sources displayed 
here totals more than 314. 



2.6 Data collection and methods employed in the 
research 

The research included in the review was categorised according to the data collec- 
tion and methods employed (e.g. type of data, methods and instruments, samples 
sizes, duration, background variables). A full typology of the methodologies was 
developed (see Appendix 5). 



14 



pupils' experiences and perspectives of the national curriculum and assessment 



2.6.1 Type of data 



Each piece of research included in the review was categorised according to 
whether the data collected was qualitative or quantitative (see Figure 3 below). As 
well as surveys and case studies, a small number of existing literature reviews 
have also been included in this review. 

• Overall, pupils’ perspectives have been obtained more often through qualitative 
approaches than quantitative. However, studies involving both types of data 
also make up more than one third of the body of research. 

• In the primary phase, qualitative approaches have been notably more common 
than quantitative methods. In the secondary phase, there has been only a slight 
difference by volume in the two main approaches. 



Figure 3 The type of data collected in the research 



Type of data collected 




2% ■ Literature review 
37% □ Qualitative 
24% □ Quantitative 
37% □ Both 



Source: NFER database of sources on pupils’ experiences and perspectives of the curriculum 



2.6.2 Methods and instruments 

• The questionnaire and individual interview have remained by far the two most 
frequently used instruments for exploring pupils’ views throughout the time 
period of the review. 

• However, a different approach in the research style can be seen between pri- 
mary and secondary studies. Interviews have been the most common method in 
the primary phase whilst questionnaires have been the most common in the 
secondary phase. The proportion of primary school studies employing observa- 
tion methods has been higher than in the secondary phase research. 
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• Interestingly, the use of group or pair interviews has been more common in the 
primary than in the secondary phase studies; although discussion groups have 
been a popular choice at key stage 4 for researching areas such as PSHE. 

• However, the recent research in particular shows a trend towards studies 
involving pupils through group discussion and consultation, particularly in 
relation to citizenship and teaching/learning strategies. This would seem to 
reflect recent developments to include the pupil voice in both research and 
practice, in particular through their involvement in classroom and school-based 
action research and evaluation (e.g. Fielding et al., 1999; Rudduck and Flutter, 
2000; Flutter and Rudduck, 2004; Klein, 2003). 

Appendix 5 presents a table with further details to illustrate some of the methods 
employed in the pupil perspective research. 

2.6.3 Sample sizes 

Each item of research included in the review was categorised according to the 
number of pupils involved (where known), as shown in Figure 4. 

Figure 4 The number of pupils involved in the research 



Number of pupils involved in the research 




Under 50 51 - 100 101 -250 251 -750 751 - 1500 1501 - 3000 3001 + 

Pupil sample size 



Source: NFER database of sources on pupils' experiences and perspectives of the curriculum 

NB In some cases, the number of pupils was not given - hence the number of sources shown here does not sum to 314. 
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• Over a third of the volume of research (where sample sizes were given) 
involved samples of fewer than 100 pupils. A slightly smaller proportion 
involved sample sizes of between 101 and 750 pupils. Less than a third of the 
volume of research involved samples of more than 750. 

• When considered by phase, the secondary school studies have tended to use 
larger samples - nearly a third had samples of more than 750, compared with 
fewer than one-fifth of the primary school studies. 

• A number of much larger-scale studies have been carried out with more than 
3000 pupils in the sample. Some of these have been based chiefly on assessment 
or monitoring data of the sample; but others have directly involved the pupils’ 
views. For example, the Northern Ireland Curriculum Cohort Study, which 
included the views of more than 3000 young people (Moor et al., 2004); a sur- 
vey of 4263 pupils in key stage 3 to ascertain gender differences in their 
attitudes towards foundation subjects (Flendley et al., 1995) and similarly a sur- 
vey of maths, English and science by Miller et al. (1999) with over 7000 pupils. 

• School numbers were also explored. Most of the studies where school numbers 
were given have involved between two and five schools. One-fifth of the stud- 
ies where school numbers were given have been located within one school. A 
small proportion of the studies have involved 50 or more schools. (This 
includes the Northern Ireland Cohort Study; whereas in contrast, the large sur- 
vey sample of 7000 pupils in Miller et al. (1999) was focused in nine schools.) 

2.6.4 Duration 

The duration of the data collection phase of the studies was categorised, where 

known or apparent in the research - as shown in Figure 5. 
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Number of sources 



Figure 5 The duration of the research studies 



Duration of study 



50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 



47 




1 term 1 year 2 years 3 years 3 - 5 years 5+ years 



Duration 

Source: NFER database of sources on pupils' experiences and perspectives of the curriculum 

NB In some cases, the duration of the studies was not known - hence the number of sources shown here does not sum to 314. 



• Overall, much of the research included in the review has been ‘one-off’ with 
short-term data collection. There have been relatively few long-term studies 
(e.g. three or more years). 

• On the whole, research involving the longer-term longitudinal tracking of 
pupils has been rare - both resources and commitment over a time period are 
raised as barriers to extensive work of this nature. Findings by age have more 
commonly been presented as part of year group comparisons (see below). 
However, examples of longitudinal tracking of a cohort of pupils include: 
McNess et al. (2001) who interviewed the same 54 pupils (from nine schools) 
annually from years 1 to 6 on assessment and Harland et al. (2002, 2003) who 
tracked a cohort of pupils throughout their secondary school careers via survey 
and case study. 

• However, a number of recently identified studies have used repeat measures or 
pre- and post-data collection approaches with the same group of pupils over a 
shorter period of time (e.g. one year or less). For example, Ellis (1999) fol- 
lowed as many of the 200 year 6 pupils as possible into year 7 to investigate 
pupils’ views pre- and post-transfer; Fisher and Evans (2000) explored pupils’ 
views pre- and post- foreign language exchange visit and Hillage et al. (2001) 
surveyed young people pre-, during- and post-work experience placements. 
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2.6.5 Background variables 



Studies which have analysed pupils’ perceptions by gender and age have been 
found more frequently than those which have considered other variables such as 
ethnicity, social class, ability or special educational needs. 

Studies investigating the opinions of boys and girls have frequently set out with 
the exploration of gender differences as a key aim of the research. This has partic- 
ularly been the case in the fields of PE (see for example, Stidder, 2000a and b; 
Flintoff and Scraton, 2001 ; Williams et al., 2000) and science (e.g. Hendley et al., 
1995; Woodward and Woodward, 1998b; Stark and Gray, 1999; Francis et al., 
2004). Gender differences have also been keenly explored with regard to subject 
preferences more widely (e.g. Archer and MacRae, 1991; Colley et al., 1994a 
and b; Hendley et al., 1996b). 

Pupils’ age has also been treated as an analytical variable in the focus of the 
research and its findings. However, age group comparisons have been more com- 
mon than the longitudinal exploration of a cohort’s views over time (e.g. Colley 
and Comber, (2003b) comparing year 7 and year 11 computer use and attitudes; 
Davies, (2004) comparing year 7 and year 10 attitudes towards French). In addi- 
tion, some studies have considered the views of different cohorts over time (e.g. 
the views of consecutive cohorts of year 2s and year 6s on reading and maths in 
Davies and Brember (1999), an eight-year cross-sectional study). 

2.7 Subject areas in the review 

Although not a subject-based review, most of the research included has been set in 
the context of a subject or curriculum area. 

• Overall, science has been the most frequently researched subject area from the 
pupils’ perspective, followed by English, maths, PE and PSHE. 

• The humanities (geography, history and RE) and IT have been less frequently 
researched from the pupil perspective, while the arts and modern foreign lan- 
guages curricula have seen comparatively little research activity. 

• The picture for the top two most commonly researched subject areas appears 
slightly different according to the phase of education. Whilst science has been 
the most commonly researched subject in both primary and secondary school 
studies, this is followed by English in primary and maths in secondary. 
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• In light of recent policy initiatives, the review has identified an emerging body 
of research literature on pupils’ views on citizenship and English. In particular, 
a number of studies consider the learners’ viewpoint on the literacy hour (e.g. 
Johnson, 2002) and associated literacy strategies (e.g. Galton et al., 2003, 
exploring literacy bridging units between key stages 2 and 3). 

• The review also contains a number of studies which have explored all subject 
areas in relation to pupils’ subject preferences (including subject rankings 
according to enjoyment, importance and manageability, e.g. Colley et al., 
1994a; Hendley et al., 1996a and b; Stables and Wikeley, 1997; Colley and 
Comber, 2003a). 

• However, studies have rarely considered pupils’ experiences of the curriculum 
as a whole. Where research does investigate more holistically, this has tended 
to refer more widely to school and classroom experience (e.g. Glover and Law, 
2001a and b, 2004; Plewis, 1996; Doddington et al., 1999). There have also 
been reviews of other areas such as ‘values and attitudes’ in education (e.g. 
Halstead and Taylor, 2000) and education, employment and training (e.g. Mor- 
ris et al., 1999). 

• Indeed, a number of underlying purposes have been identified in the research, 
other than to explore subject areas. These have included pupils’ experiences of: 
assessment; learning styles; curriculum delivery; motivation and achievement 
and school more widely. 2 



2.8 The themes in the review 

The research findings were categorised thematically. The themes were developed, 
refined and expanded as appropriate throughout the project. A full typology of the 
themes is given in Appendix 4, with a glossary of what is categorised there in 
Appendix 3. 

There are eighteen themes in the review. Figure 6 shows the volume of research 
making up each theme in the review (according to the number of sources making 
substantive reference to that arena). 
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Number of sources 



Figure 6 The volume of research making up each theme in the review 



Themes in the review 




Theme 



Key 

1 Relevance 

2 Enjoyment 

3 Teaching and learning 

4 Activity preferences 

5 Subject preferences 

6 Understanding subjects 



7 Cross-curricular themes 

8 Careers education 

9 Assessment 

10 Achievement and ability 

1 1 Manageability 

12 Continuity and progression 



13 Breadth and balance 

14 Coherence 

15 Curriculum change 

16 Out-of-school influence 

1 7 Effects and outcomes 

18 Values education 



Source: NFER database of sources for the review of research into pupils' experiences and perspectives of the curriculum 
and assessment. 

NB The themes are presented here according to volume in the review, although with some slight alteration in order to 
establish logical grouping for the discussion which follows. 



• The most frequently explored themes in the reviewed research have been 
pupils’ perceptions of the relevance of the curriculum and their enjoyment of 
the curriculum. This has been the case in both the primary and secondary phase 
research. 

• Although teaching and learning styles are not the focus of the review, many 
curriculum studies have touched upon this area, which represents the third 
largest topic in the review (e.g. teaching and learning processes and pupils’ 
views on the best conditions for learning). 

• Strongly related to these themes are the areas of subject and activity prefer- 
ences (i.e. likes and dislikes and ratings of the most or least important subjects). 
Exploring pupils’ understanding of subjects has also been popular, especially 
in the primary school studies. 

• Cross-curricular themes and skills have provided a sizeable body of research 
findings. These include findings on key skills, PSHE, citizenship and so on, 
either as discrete provision, or as themes across the curriculum. Note that 
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careers education (including work-related learning) has been treated as a sep- 
arate theme here, in order to capture and highlight findings relevant to the 
14-19 context. 

• Findings on pupils’ views of assessment could be found in just over one-sev- 
enth of the sources of research. These studies have chiefly been exclusively 
assessment-focused, although some have considered other arenas in conjunc- 
tion with assessment, such as pupils’ views on achievement and ability. 

• Unsurprisingly, the theme of continuity and progression has commonly 
focused on key stage 2-3 transfer. Many of the findings on this theme, how- 
ever, emanate from researcher inference from year group comparisons, rather 
than directly from the learners themselves. 

• Aspects of the curriculum less frequently researched from the learners’ per- 
spective include the manageability and breadth and balance of the 
curriculum. Of particular note is that there have been relatively few sources 
with findings on these areas in the primary phase. The coherence of the cur- 
riculum has been particularly rarely researched from the learners’ perspective. 

Many of the themes noted above encompass findings directly related to the cur- 
riculum in terms of concepts and policies underpinning its design e.g. its breadth 
and balance, its relevance, etc. However, several of the themes incorporated into 
this review have emerged in the findings alongside these ‘design’ concepts. For 
example, pupils’ views on achievement and ability, or their experiences of teach- 
ing and learning styles within the classroom. Indeed, such areas encompass wider 
research that is not included within the remit of this review. The focus of this 
review is on curriculum - based research, which in turn incorporates and touches 
upon a range of other themes. 

In addition to those themes outlined above, the following other themes emerged in 
the findings. 

• Pupils’ perceptions in the context of curriculum change; out-of-school influ- 
ences on pupils’ curriculum-related opinions and experiences; the effects and 
outcomes of the learners’ curricular experiences for themselves and their per- 
ceptions of values education. 
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• The latter two (effects and outcomes and values education) have been com- 
paratively infrequently explored in terms of curriculum-based research. On the 
other hand, these areas have been studied within the broader context of the 
school environment, or young people’s wider life experiences of citizenship, 
health and free time. These broader areas are not covered by this review. 

Despite the prevalence of cross-curricular research, this did not correspond with 
research into pupils’ whole or ‘total’ curriculum experience - of which there 
has been very little comparatively by volume. Indeed, only a relatively small 
number of studies have contributed to the review in terms of pupils’ whole cur- 
riculum experiences. Two key examples of this type of research are illustrated in 
the case study boxes below - one in the primary phase, one in the secondary. 



Case Box 1 Research into pupils’ whole curriculum experience 
- the primary phase 

The Primary Assessment and Curriculum Experience (PACE) project set out 
to consider the effect of the 1988 Education Reform Act by looking at 
pupils’ and teachers’ attitudes towards their changing environment at key 
stages 1 and 2. It aimed to discover how the National Curriculum, attain- 
ment targets, programmes of study and assessment might change the 
experience of children at key stages 1 and 2. 

It mapped the curriculum experiences of a pupil cohort (54 children from nine 
primary schools). Pupils’ perceptions were gathered on enjoyment of curricu- 
lum areas, time allocations to subjects and activities, achievement, puipose 
of task and what they thought their teacher wanted them to do and learn. 

This project referred to pupils’ enjoyment of subjects, activities, teaching 
and learning - but crucially also set these familiar themes (prevalent in the 
primary phase research in the review) within the context of concepts of cur- 
riculum design such as breadth and balance and progression (less 
commonly researched from the pupil perspective). Moreover, it gathered 
pupils’ views on these rarely researched themes (even if indirectly), through 
their estimations of time allocations and assessment of their own and their 
peers’ achievements and ‘doing well’. 
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Key references: 

Pollard, A., Broadfoot, P., Croll, P., Osborn, M. and Abbott, D. (1994). Chang- 
ing English Primary Schools? The Impact of the Education Reform Act at Key 
Stage One. London: Cassell. 

Pollard, A. (1996). Playing the system? Pupil perspectives on curriculum, ped- 
agogy and assessment in primary schools.’ In: Croll, P. (Ed) Teachers, Pupils 
and Primary Schooling: Continuity and Change. London: Cassell. 



Case Box 2 Research into pupils’ whole curriculum experience 
- the secondary phase 

The Northern Ireland Curriculum Cohort Study (Harland et al., 1999a, 
1999b, 2002, 2003) explored pupils’ experiences of the whole curriculum 
throughout key stages 3 and 4, across all subject areas and on a range of 
themes. These included relevance, enjoyment, manageability and assess- 
ment, as well as some of the less commonly researched areas from the pupil 
perspective such as coherence, breadth and balance and continuity and 
progression. This project provided data on the full secondary phase experi- 
ence of a cohort of pupils representing a ten per cent sample of all pupils in 
Northern Ireland. 

As part of this longitudinal study, the project continued to track the young 
people’s experiences into post-16. Moor et al. (2004) gathered the post-16 
destinations of the full cohort and interviewed one hundred of these young 
people at age 17/18 years about their retrospective views on the whole cur- 
riculum at key stages 3 and 4. 

This project remains one of the most wide-ranging and comprehensive stud- 
ies of pupils’ curriculum experiences and perceptions in the review. 

Key references: 

Harland, J., Kinder, K., Ashworth, M., Montgomery, A., Moor, H. and 
Wilkin, A. (1999a). Real Curriculum: at the End of Key Stage 2. Report One 
from the Northern Ireland Curriculum Cohort Study. Slough: NFER. 
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Harland, J., Ashworth, M., Bower, R., Hogarth, S., Montgomery, A. and 
Moor, H. (1999b). Real Curriculum: at the start of Key Stage 3. Report Two 
from the Northern Ireland Curriculum Cohort Study. Slough: NFER. 

Harland, J., Moor, H., Kinder, K. and Ashworth, M. (2002). Is the Curricu- 
lum Working? The Key Stage 3 Phase of the Northern Ireland Curriculum 
Cohort Study. Slough: NFER. 

Harland, J., Moor, H., Lord, R, Kinder, K., Kaur, S., Johnson, F. and Felgate, 
R. (2003). Talking 4: The Pupil Voice on the Key Stage 4 Curriculum. 
Belfast: CCEA. 

Moor, H., Bedford, N., Johnson, A., Hall, M. and Harland, J. (2004). Moving 
Forward: Thinking Back. Young People’s Post- 16 Paths and Perspectives on 
Education, Training and Employment. The Post-16 Phase of the Northern 
Ireland Curriculum Cohort Study: Full Report. Slough: NFER. 



Having outlined the research included in the review, in terms of: volume and year 
of publication; the phases, key stages and year groups involved; the data collec- 
tion and research methods employed; subject areas and the themes encompassed 
by the literature; we are now ready to look at the findings of the review. Section 3 
presents the key findings from across the eighteen themes in the review - the 
main focus of the work undertaken for this review. 

Notes 



1 The issue of generalising results from a specific region was considered. This can be illustrated by research 
that has been undertaken in Northern Ireland - where the National Curriculum of England and Wales is 
not followed. However, many of the themes and issues in pupils’ experiences would be, if not transferable, 
certainly important in contributing to the picture of the curriculum from the pupils’ perspective. 

2 Research in these and other areas was scoped in an exercise to consider the feasibility of reviewing the 
wider research from the learners’ perspective (Johnson and Lord, 2004, unpublished report). 
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3 Key findings 



3.1 Introduction 

This section presents the key findings from the full review of the research litera- 
ture, under the substantive themes as developed throughout the project. A glossary 
explaining the types of research categorised under each theme can be found in 
Appendix 3 and a list of all the categories used in the review is presented in 
Appendix 4. 

Overall, the findings come from a rich and varied data set - 3 14 research publica- 
tions with results dispersed across a wide range of themes and foci and derived 
from various aims, research questions and contexts. Each of the studies included 
in the review revealed its own particular findings. 1 Some results were evident 
across a small number of studies only. Other areas have provided a sufficient body 
of evidence to allow cumulative results to be identified. This overview provides a 
selected and illustrative review of the findings within each of the eighteen 
themes. 2 The extent to which findings emanate from a body of research or chiefly 
from selected texts is indicated in the discussion, as is the level of consensus in 
those findings. Where appropriate, findings by age, key stage, gender and subject 
are outlined. 

Section 3 also includes a table of selected references across the themes. A full list 
of the references included in the review can be found towards the end of the 
report. 

The section ends with a summary from across the themes of the findings which 
continue to have significance - contributing to current policy debate on the cur- 
riculum and the pupil voice, or that are raised as much by pupils today as they 
were in previous years of the review. Implications for current policy, practice and 
research are discussed further in section 5. 
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3.2 Findings by theme 



3.2.1 Relevance 

The theme of relevance provides the largest category by volume in the review 
(108 sources). Many studies have specifically explored this area as a key aim of 
the study. The research has considered pupils’ perspectives on: subject status 
within the curriculum; academic relevance; vocational relevance; the usefulness 
of subjects to current needs and personal life; relevance to future and adult life 
and connections with real life. 

With such a large body of research, it has been possible to identify cumulative 
findings from across the research. There has also been a high level of consensus 
across the reviewed research. Thus, the key, cumulative findings are presented 
below, with selected supporting references. 

Academic relevance 

• The academic relevance of the curriculum is prevalent in learners’ views. 
Learners see the curriculum as relevant to passing exams, getting grades and 
as a passport to their next steps. These perceptions emerge more strongly as 
pupils get older, but are also apparent at all ages when nearing assessment. 

• Examples of ‘academic’ dominance in pupils’ views include: perceptions of 
the value of GCSEs for their utility in post- 16 transition (Denscombe, 2000); 
perceptions that ‘grades’ are important to future prospects e.g. year 6 pupils 
have felt that ‘ bad SATs results' are indicative of a future of failure and hardship 
(Reay and Wiliam, 1999) and perceptions that key stage 2 science is most rele- 
vant in the realms of ‘school and tests’ and indeed more so than to daily life or 
the world around (Eady, 2002). 

Subject status 

• The assessed parts of the curriculum have been seen as more vocationally rel- 
evant than the non-assessed curriculum at key stage 4 (e.g. non-assessed IT, 
PSE, PE; but excepting careers education) (Harland et al., 2003). In this regard, 
subjects’ examination status has indicated messages to pupils. 

• Likewise, subjects occupying less curriculum time have been seen by pupils 
as signalling lower status (Hendley et al., 1996b; Harland et al., 2003). 
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Vocational relevance 

• Vocational relevance in their curriculum is important to pupils - relayed both 
through skills and content used in actual jobs and careers and through direct 
experiences of vocational learning (e.g. Haynes and Wragg, 2002; Unwin and 
Wellington, 2001). Increased emphasis on skills, personal and social develop- 
ment, practical work and gearing some of the curriculum towards teaching a 
trade, have been mooted by young people to improve the relevance of the 
school curriculum (Moor et al., 2004; Foskett et al., 2003). 

• In addition, pupils have wished for more opportunity for ‘ direct ’ experience of 
post-16 learning and training during key stage 4 - ‘ to get closer to the experi- 
ence of post- 16 learning’ (Foskett et al., 2003). 

Real-life relevance (e.g. to daily life, current need and 
the future) 

• In order to improve the relevance of the curriculum to future everyday life, pupils 
have nominated similar areas to those highlighted regarding vocational relevance. 
For example, in a study on citizenship, pupils recommended greater coverage of 
money, taxes, independent living skills, personal and social education (PSE), law, 
political and social affairs and ‘responsibility’ (Lister et al., 2001). 

• Despite the emphasis on academic achievement and vocational importance in 
pupils’ constructions of relevance, the research indicates that pupils do value 
connections made to real life in the curriculum. Pupils have identified, for 
example, aspects of personal safety, careers and life skills in PSHE (Jamison, 
2001); the opportunity to enhance their political literacy in citizenship (Lister et 
al, 2001); finding out about contemporaries in other cultures in modern foreign 
languages (Martin, 2002) and how school science has helped them to under- 
stand scientific issues in the world about them or in the news (QCA, 2004b). 

• However, the real-life relevance of the curriculum would seem to need enhanc- 
ing and making more visible - pupils do not always see these connections (e.g. 
Kelly, 2002; Francis et al., 2004). For example, perceptions of relevance to 
current need locate around PSHE, but rarely other parts of the curriculum 
(e.g. Forrest et al., 2002; Harland et al., 2002 and 2003). Recognition of aspects 
relevant to adult life similarly narrow to literal interpretations (such as the abil- 
ity to read a map so as not to get lost with regard to geography, e.g. Adey and 
Biddulph (2001)). 
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• Pupils more readily perceive lack of relevance and link this to feelings of bore- 
dom, difficulty and disengagement. Thus, a curriculum ‘ brought alive by 
making it relevant to their everyday lives' (Francis et al., 2004, p.43) is a senti- 
ment espoused in many of the research findings. 

• That said, there is evidence that pupils at primary school more easily see the 
relevance of the curriculum and of what they are learning to everyday and to 
adult life, than pupils at secondary school. Teachers’ contextualising the con- 
tent of the curriculum to the world about them and everyday life has been 
shown to be helpful in this regard. 

Subjects’ relevance and value 

• There would seem to be some under-recognition by learners of the intrinsic 
value or merits in subjects (e.g. their ‘ special-ness ’ or distinctiveness). In a 
study of history and geography, Biddulph and Adey (2003) felt that pupils were 
not aware of 'the distinctive contribution of each subject to their learning ’ 
(p. 30 1 ) and, after tracking pupils from year 7 to year 11 in science, Reiss 
(2001) found little evidence to show that pupils understood why they were 
learning what they were learning. 

• However, examples where pupils have recognised the value of subjects 
include: year 11 recognition of the relevance of skills such as critical under- 
standing in history (Biddulph and Adey, 2003); the usefulness of geography to 
social and cultural awareness (Biddulph and Adey, 2003) and to ‘ building 
world knowledge ’ (Norman and Harrison, 2004) and cultural and moral value 
in studying Shakespeare (Diment, 2003). In consultation on the maths curricu- 
lum, QCA found that pupils who enjoyed maths tended to appreciate its 
distinctive nature and perceive value in the subject itself (QCA, 2004a). There 
was also some indication that some pupils valued the skills developed in maths 
e.g. logical thought, problem-solving and thinking skills. 



To sum up this blend of findings, two overarching messages regarding rele- 
vance can be constructed: 

• At all ages, pupils’ sense of ‘academic’ relevance would seem to increase 
with impending assessment. Pupils’ perceive ‘tested’ subjects as the most 
important and construct relevance in terms of ‘getting a good job’ and 
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‘getting good grades’. Implicit messages in the curriculum would seem to 
permeate pupils’ experiences and perceptions regarding relevance. 

• Real-life connections are important in creating relevance for pupils. 
However, pupils (particularly secondary school pupils) seem to require 
more visible messages about the relevance of the curriculum (both con- 
tent and context) to daily and future life. Vocational relevance for all is a 
value espoused by pupils. 



3.2.2 Enjoyment 

Like relevance, the theme of enjoyment provides a substantial body of evidence in 
the review (89 sources), for example, likes, dislikes, favourite subjects, positive 
attitudes, etc. Many studies have focused on just one to two subject areas; others 
have questioned pupils on their enjoyment of their school curriculum overall. 
‘Enjoyment’ has been variously conceptualised and measured, for example, as 
levels of interest, preferences in relation to other subjects, or enjoyment ratings of 
individual subjects. Topics such as engagement, motivation, enthusiasm, ability 
and interest are raised in the findings. 

Additionally, findings refer to pupils’ engagement with particular activities or 
their preferences for teaching and learning styles. These findings are followed up 
more fully in sections 3.2.5 and 3.2.3 respectively. 

Enjoyment of the primary curriculum 

• At primary level, in general, pupils have been found to enjoy school (Newman, 
1997) and show enthusiasm for all subjects in the curriculum (Davies and 
Brember, 1994a). 

• However, between the end of key stage 1 and key stage 2 significant shifts in 
emphasis of enjoyment of the curriculum have been noted (Davies and Brem- 
ber, 1994b). There is some indication that pupils’ enthusiasm towards the 
curriculum starts to wane during the primary phase (e.g. Pell and Jarvis, 
2001) and with transfer to year 7 (e.g. Morrison, 2000). From the reviewed 
research, one of the key issues associated with this is the balance between 
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pupils’ perceptions of ability and the degree of newness or familiarity in their 
learning - as the following points discuss. 

Enjoyment, ability and challenge 

• Primary school pupils’ perceptions of ‘ease’ , progressive accomplishment and 
recognition of being routinely successful in their learning contribute to their 
enjoyment of the curriculum. In the PACE study, for example, Pollard (1996) 
suggested that one of the reasons for writing to become so popular by years 3 
and 4, where it had been much less so before, was pupils’ growing confidence 
and competence in expressing ideas in their writing. Similarly, the rise in pop- 
ularity of maths at this age may be due to the recognition of being increasingly 
routinely successful. 

• However, the relationship between perceptions of ‘ease’ and perceptions of 
enjoyment would appear more complex than direct correlation. For example, in 
many of the science studies included in the review, whilst primary pupils’ per- 
ceptions of ease increased over the years, their enthusiasm for science declined 
(e.g. Hawkey and Clay, 1998; Woodward and Woodward, 1998a; Pell and 
Jarvis, 2001). Indeed, the degree to which pupils are appropriately challenged 
by the curriculum seems important (see also section 3.2.11 on manageability). 

• Similarly, the balance between familiarity and newness seemed to influence 
pupils’ enjoyment. The numerous science studies reveal that newness engen- 
ders the enthusiasm of pupils. In Pell and Jarvis (2001), despite appearing 
difficult, young pupils’ sense of novelty in doing science raised their enthusi- 
asm. On the other hand, Davies and Brember (1994b) found that familiarity 
with the same equipment/teachers throughout primary school led key stage 2 
pupils to become less keen on music, singing and PE than the infants. 

Enjoyment of the curriculum in the secondary phase 

• One of the most noticeable findings in the review is that pupils’ enjoyment and 
motivation decreases throughout key stages 3 and 4 (e.g. Keys and Fernandes, 
1993; Woolnough, 1994; Harland et al., 2002). Case Box 3 illustrates this with 
some individual subjects. 

• With regard to the curriculum and school as a whole, Keys and Fernandes 
(1993) found that compared with year 7 pupils, those in year 9 were less likely 
to say their school work was interesting and more likely to say that their lessons 
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were boring. Harland et al.’s (2002 and 2003) research found that, taken as a 
whole, pupils’ levels of enjoyment of the curriculum decreased over key stages 
3 and 4 (with the exception of some optional subjects - see below). For lower 
attaining pupils in particular there was a marked decline in enjoyment over key 
stage 3. 

• The body of research findings also described a ‘year 8 dip' in pupils’ motiva- 
tion. Pupils’ attitudes in terms of enjoyment and relevance seemed to depict an 
‘educational limbo’ and the year appeared to have ‘no focus’ (Sharp, 1998; 
Harland et al., 2002; Demetriou et al., 2000; Davies, 2004; Galton et al., 2003). 
Some slight recovery of motivational attitudes in year 9 was evident, influ- 
enced by national assessment and making choices for key stage 4. Indeed, the 
Northern Ireland Cohort Study revealed marked increase in enjoyment in some 
optional subjects at key stage 4, such as art, music, history, home economics 
and technology (Harland et al., 2005). 



Case Box 3 


Decreasing enjoyment: some subject examples in 
the secondary phase 


Science 


Blatchford (1996); Reiss (2001); Miller et al. (1999), Wool- 
nough (1994). 


Maths 


Blatchford (1996); Reiss (2001); Miller et al. (1999). 


French 


Williams et al. (2002) - perceptions of repetition of subject 
content and exercises such as writing out vocabulary con- 
tributed to pupils’ waning enthusiasm for French throughout 
key stage 3. 


Music 

technology 


Comber et al. (1993) - pupils’ enjoyment of music technology 
deteriorated with age, with the majority of pupils enjoying 
the subject at 11-12 years of age, but by 15-16 girls in par- 
ticular were much less enthusiastic. 
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Factors associated with enjoyment and non-enjoyment 

• At primary school, interest, fun, ease, ‘learning’ and success were given as 
enjoyment factors (West et al., 1997; Pollard et al., 1994; Newman, 1997; 
McCallum et al., 2000). 

• At secondary school, the factors identified as related to enjoyment have 
included: active, participatory learning, as opposed to ‘chalk and talk’ or ‘book- 
work’ approaches (e.g. Biddulph and Adey, 2003, 2004; Norman and Harrison, 
2004; Williams et al., 2004; Francis et al., 2004); practical activity and applica- 
tion (e.g. Parkinson et al., 1998; Harland et al., 2002); ‘fun’ presentation of 
learning (e.g. Hendley et al., 1996b) and appropriate levels of challenge (e.g. 
Williams et al., 2003). 

• On the other hand, pupils have ascribed boredom, inappropriate levels of diffi- 
culty and fear of failure to a dislike of subjects (e.g. West et al., 1997; Pollard, 
1996, in the primary school). Unhappiness and insecurity were also found 
amongst primary school pupils if the work was too hard (Newman, 1997). 



The following points sum up the plethora of findings on pupils’ enjoyment 

of the curriculum. 

• There was some indication that pupils’ enthusiasm towards the curricu- 
lum starts to wane during the primary phase, as well as after transfer to year 
7. Familiarity could breed boredom, whilst newness could engender enthu- 
siasm, even where activities were difficult. More intellectual rigour may be 
needed in the curriculum as key stage 2 progresses in order to engage pupils 
at a time when they perceive many subjects to be getting easier. 

• Enjoyment and motivation across the curriculum tend to decrease 
throughout key stages 3 and 4. Year 8 depicts a dip in motivation. Year 9 
indicates some recovery of motivational attitudes, associated with national 
assessment and making choices. However, key stage 4 reveals some 
improvements in pupils’ enjoyment particularly of optional subjects. 

• Pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum is associated with a sense of ease, 
fun, newness, progressive accomplishment and appropriate challenge. 
Other factors in pupils’ enjoyment relate to teaching and learning styles, 
including: active, participatory learning and that which has practical 
application. 
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Both subject content and teaching/learning styles contribute to pupils’ enjoyment 
- indeed, some researchers have suggested that the latter is more significant (e.g. 
Biddulph and Adey, 2003). The following three themes (teaching and learning, 
activity preferences and subject preferences) cover these issues more closely. 



3.2.3 Teaching and learning 

This category takes account of the research pertaining to teaching and learning 
processes and pupils’ views on the best conditions for learning. Although not the 
focus of the review, this category remains the third largest in the typology (66 
sources), as it is often touched upon in the curriculum research. 

• One of the strongest findings was pupils’ support for active and practical 
learning approaches. The most common evidence for this occurred in the 
body of research into science (e.g. Osborne and Collins, 2000; Pell and Jarvis, 
2001; Parkinson et al., 1998). However, it was also evident across all areas of 
the curriculum and equally in both the primary and secondary phases (e.g. 
McCallum et al., 2000 in the primary phase and found as one of the key factors 
in pupils’ enjoyment throughout the secondary phase in the Northern Ireland 
Cohort Study, Harland et al., 2005). 

• Group work has been viewed positively by pupils on a number of different lev- 
els. For example, mixed ability groups enhanced learning for year 5 pupils 
(Lyle, 1999); working with friends was important in upper key stage 2 for 
support, praise and encouragement (McCallum et al., 2001; Newman, 1997). 

• Collaborative approaches in particular have been found to enhance pupils’ 
engagement and confidence (e.g. Angier and Povey, 1999; Francis et al., 2004; 
Carnell, 2004; Kinchin et al., 2004). 

• Autonomy, choice and having a ‘say’ in both curriculum content and 
approach is important to pupils (e.g. Maitles and Gilchrist, 2004). For example, 
pupils were positive about choice, using their imagination and having control 
of how their writing developed (in a study of key stage 2 attitudes towards 
writing, Grainger et al., 2003). They felt restricted by imposed content or ‘set 
writing’. In a study on the impacts of a Sport Education programme in second- 
ary school, responsibility, freedom, self-direction and peer coaching were 
attractive elements to pupils (Kinchin et al., 2004). 
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• However, pupils’ constructions of learner responsibility may vary with age. 
Younger pupils (e.g. in key stage 1) have depicted their position as learner as a 
passive role (e.g. McCallum et al., 2000) and have preferred the teacher to 
take responsibility (Newman, 1997). On the other hand, older primary school 
pupils have appreciated being able to determine their own working schedules 
(Newman, 1997) and have viewed learning as their responsibility (McCallum 
et al., 2000). An increasing appreciation of independent working is evident 
throughout the secondary phase, for example, with coursework at key stage 4 
contributing to the development of study skills and enquiry-based approaches 
(e.g. Reid and Jones, 2002; Moor et al., 2004). 

• Pupils of all ages have consistently valued teachers who explain clearly, who 
listen, who are fair, who are interesting and who take an interest in the pupils 
themselves (e.g. Osborne and Collins, 2000; Clark and Trafford, 1995; Rud- 
duck, 1996; Pollard, 1996; Garner 1993). Teachers with wide subject-based 
knowledge are also valued; as well as professionals from the field (e.g. health 
professionals, visitors from colleges, the workplace and other institutions - see 
also section 3.2.7). 

• School environment and culture are also important to creating effective con- 
ditions for learning. Key to pupils being positive about their learning includes 
school councils and mentoring schemes, school-wide policies on ‘respect’ and 
‘anti-bullying’ (Flutter et al., 1999) and the availability of rich and stimulating 
resources (Glover and Law, 2004). 



To sum up pupils’ perspectives on teaching and learning found in the 
reviewed research, overall: 

• When reviewed as a whole, this category reveals clear messages from 
pupils, throughout the period of review, for: even greater attention to 
practical activity and an appreciation of supportive and collaborative 
approaches. The research also highlights preferences for learner responsi- 
bility and autonomy that increase with age. 

• Different degrees of support, differentiation and individualised learning 
might be required at different ages. A key might be in the relevance and 
appropriateness of teaching and learning approaches (Glover and Law, 
2004); but also in variety of approach - a popular request from pupils in 
their learning (e.g. Younger and Warrington, 1999; Harland et al., 2005). 
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However, the recent research also revealed a mismatch between pupil prefer- 
ences and pupil experience. For example, the active participation was preferred by 
pupils in geography, this was not seen in their choice of ‘ text books' and ‘ video ’ as 
keywords to describe the subject (Norman and Harrison, 2004). Similarly, 
although pupils enjoyed choice, ownership, freedom and using their imagination 
in their writing (in Grainger et al., 2003), sample work revealed that opportunities 
for creating (choice, freedom, imagination) were less evident than opportunities 
for crafting (to borrow Myhill’s (1999) terminology). 



3.2.4 Activity preferences 

In addition to the teaching and learning approaches described above, this category 
encompasses pupils’ preferences for certain types of activity within subject areas 
(53 sources). Chiefly, the research focuses on activities within the subject areas of 
science, maths and English. Research in this category is more common in the pri- 
mary curriculum than secondary. The findings in this category signal some 
differences with age. 

• Pupils’ preference for practical activities within science is strongly evidenced 
in the research (e.g. West et al. (1997) with key stage 1 pupils; Pell and Jarvis 
(2001) with 5-7 year olds; Williams et al. (2003), Parkinson et al. (1998) and 
Stark and Gray (1999) in secondary school). 

• Similarly, pupils emphasise a preference for practical activity and investiga- 
tive work in maths (e.g. Nardi and Steward, 2002a and b; Boaler, 1997), as 
well as that which involves a balance between individual and group work (see 
for example, Fisher, 2001 and Nardi and Steward, 2002a and b). 

• In English, ‘writing preferences’ seem to vary with age and pupils’ differing 
sense of accomplishment. On the whole, younger children seem pre-occupied 
with issues of neatness and spelling in their writing; whilst upper primary 
pupils are concerned with words and ideas (Wray, 1993). However, there are 
also some contraindications in the research findings. Pollard (1996) found that 
whilst young pupils disliked writing (ranked in the last two places in years 1 
and 2 out of 12 possible activities), year 3 pupils enjoyed beginning to master 
the basic skills of handwriting. On the other hand, more recent research has 
showed the opposite to be the case. Pupils in year 1 and 2 enjoyed writing and 
were positive about their achievements in joined-up writing, spelling and mak- 
ing and sharing stories; whilst those in years 3 and 4 were negative about 
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writing (e.g. ‘boring’, ‘not more writing’) and portrayed a dip in self-confi- 
dence about writing (Grainger et al., 2003). That said, other recent work 
showed that extended writing in the Literacy Hour was enjoyed (although more 
so by girls than by boys - Fisher, 2001). 

• Pupils’ views on writing activities within science, however, suggest that 
across all ages pupils disliked writing in science (e.g. Pell and Jarvis, 2001; 
Woolnough et al., 1999). Pupils felt their experiences of writing in science 
were improved when they could summarise their own thoughts in diagrams 
and cartoons, rather than through copying and bookwork. 

• Generally, young pupils like reading - although their reasons and preferences 
for type of reading material, vary with gender and age. Younger primary pupils 
(key stage 1) tend to enjoy reading because it is fun, while key stage 2 pupils 
see reading as more utilitarian (e.g. ‘reading to the teacher’ Davies and Brem- 
ber, 1993). However, key stage 2 pupils also like reading for its social value 
(e.g. reading to parents or family members, Beresford, 1997). At primary age, 
preferences for non-fiction/fiction, comics/stories were found to vary with gen- 
der (boys/girls respectively) (e.g. Davies and Brember, 1993; Fenwick, 1994). 
However, in the secondary age range, Myhill’s (1999) study found that differ- 
ences by gender in preferred kinds of reading were not that strong. 

• Pupils welcome the support that ICT brings to their learning and have 
ranked it amongst their favourite activities at primary school (West et al., 
1997). Pupils have valued ICT: for its support in drawing, games and number 
work in year 2; in writing and using the internet in year 6 (Selwyn and Bullon, 
2000) and for the added dimension and versatility that interactive whiteboards 
bring to numeracy and literacy lessons (Hall and Higgins, 2005). However, 
amongst pupils’ common concern is also their sporadic engagement with ICT 
in the classroom. The research also indicates that girls’ confidence in computer 
usage becomes an issue as they get older. 



Overall, pupils’ perspectives reveal preferences for: practical activity and 
‘not too much writing ’ . Recent research would suggest that they welcome the 
added dimension and versatility that ICT can bring. And again, reflecting 
their views on teaching and learning - variety seems to be important. 
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3.2.5 Subject preferences 



The theme of subject preferences and choice (found in 44 sources) includes 
pupils’ rank ordering of preferred subjects (usually in terms of their most 
favourite and least favourite subjects) and their choice of subjects for key stage 4. 
Much of the research here has focused on pupils’ preferences towards science - 
presented below in Case Box 4. 

• PE is one of pupils’ favourite subjects in the primary phase (e.g. the PACE proj- 
ect - Pollard et al., 1994 and Pollard, 1996; West et al., 1997). Maths and 
English have been variously rated as ‘liked’ and ‘disliked’ in the primary phase. 

• In the secondary phase, overall the findings relay pupils’ preference for some of 
the practical areas of the curriculum such as ICT, PE, technology, drama and art 
(e.g. Haynes and Wragg, 2002; Harland et al., 2002, 2003; Colley and Comber, 
2003). 

• Pupils have also expressed preferences for subject areas new at key stage 4, 
such as media studies, psychology and sociology, but it is noted that such 
options are not always available to pupils (e.g. Haynes and Wragg, 2002; Har- 
land et al., 2003). 

• Some subjects are variously rated amongst pupils most and least enjoyed sub- 
jects. At secondary school these include maths and science (both included 
amongst pupils’ most and least enjoyable subjects in Stables and Wikeley 
(1999) and Colley and Comber (2003a) - particularly by year 11, but generally 
seen as less appealing over the years in Harland et al.’s (2003) study). 

• Overall, pupils least enjoy subjects in which they perceive lower levels of 
practical activity or application, such as modern foreign languages, maths 
and RE (in the Northern Ireland Cohort Study). By key stage 4, modern lan- 
guages are amongst the lowest ranking in terms of enjoyment in a number of 
studies and indeed, were most often mentioned as the subject(s) pupils would 
most like to drop (according to Stables and Wikeley, 1997, 1999). 
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Case Box 4 Subject preferences: the case of science 

Primary There is some disagreement as to the popularity of science in 

this phase of schooling: 

• several studies cite pupils’ enthusiasm for science, particu- 
larly when compared with the views of secondary school 
pupils (e.g. Reid and Skryabina, 2002; Woodward and 
Woodward, 1998; Harland et al, 1999a) 

• other studies note a decline in enthusiasm for science 
towards the end of primary school (e.g. Pell and Jarvis, 
2001; Murphy and Beggs, 2001) 

• others indicate that science was not particularly liked 
amongst primary school pupils (e.g. Pollard (1996) found 
science ranked within the bottom section of a range of sub- 
jects and activities by pupils in years 1, 2, 3 and 4). 



Key stage 
2-3 transition 



pupils look forward to doing science at secondary 
school (Wright, 1997; Reid and Skryabina, 2002) 

primary pupils’ expectations of continued enthusiasm are 
not borne out in practice (Braund and Driver, 2005 ; Reid 
and Skryabina, 2002). 



Secondary 



• less enthusiastic attitudes towards science, compared with 
primary, particularly so by girls (e.g. Wikeley and Stables, 
1999) 

• lower enjoyment of science (and maths) at year 1 1 com- 
pared with earlier on in secondary school - suggesting that 
decisions about continuing these subjects after GCSE are 
being made when pupils’ attitudes are unfavourable (e.g. 
Reiss, 2001 ; Harland et al., 2005) 

• chemistry topics were the ones pupils most wanted to do in 
year 7, but that by year 10 chemistry was the least liked 
discipline (Reiss, 2001). 

• where real-life relevance was conveyed, pupils found their 
science learning more appealing. 
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• Although broader than the remit of this review, the findings from the recent 
research reveal that factors influencing subject choices include: enjoyment of 
the curriculum and career usefulness (e.g. Haynes and Wragg, 2002; Stables 
and Wikeley, 1997, 1999); subject interest, ability and past academic success 
(Stott et al., 1997) and parental advice (Stott et al., 1997; Stables and Wikeley, 
1999). However, Adey and Biddulph (2001) found that past enjoyment did not 
always reflect choice; in their study approximately 15 per cent of those choos- 
ing geography at key stage 4 had not enjoyed it at key stage 3. Likewise, 
Stables and Wikeley (1999) found that pupils did not necessarily associate abil- 
ity with career intentions. 

• Reasons for not choosing subjects seemed heavily related to perceptions of dif- 
ficulty and irrelevance (e.g. John and Thomas, 1997; Stables and Wikeley, 
1999). More research on this issue can be found in reviews on ‘choice’ and 
careers education (e.g. Moon et al., 2003; Smith et al., 2004; Lines et al., 2005) 
- see also section 3.2.8 for further details. 



Overall then, pupils enjoy subjects involving practical activity and an ele- 
ment of ‘newness’. Why secondary school science should be amongst the 
least enjoyed subjects for some pupils given its practical element is a ques- 
tion raised by these findings. Perhaps what is important is practical 
application - again, making ‘relevance’ more visible to pupils might be 
considered. 



3.2.6 Pupils’ understanding of National Curriculum subject areas 

The theme of pupils’ understanding of National Curriculum subject areas helps 
explore young people’s internalisation of the curriculum and the stances and 
viewpoints with which they approach subjects. It is allied with the themes of rel- 
evance and values and with teaching and learning. A selection of the findings 
(from the 47 sources) covering common ground is presented here. 

• The essence of subjects’ meaning and value relayed by pupils is often limited to 
literal ‘real-life’ relevance, as found in section 3.2.1. Pupils’ understanding of 
maths, for example, was confined to the areas of money, doing taxes and ‘hard 
sums’ in Berry and Picker (2000) and pupils’ understanding of geography 
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seemed based on map work and definitions of the world, but less so on geo- 
graphical enquiry and fieldwork (Catling, 2001; Norman and Harrison, 2004). 

• Pupils feel that in ‘real life’, a subject area encompasses ‘adults’, ‘brainy peo- 
ple’, but not themselves (e.g. ‘ brainy people ’ are found in maths and science, 
Wright, 1997; Newton and Newton, 1997; Duveen etal., 1993; Ratcliffe, 1998; 
Berry and Picker, 2000). Pupils’ constructions of mathematicians for example, 
did not include their teachers (Berry and Picker, 2000). Similarly pupils gen- 
erally did not entertain the possibility that they themselves are or could be 
mathematicians or scientists (unless they were extremely brainy like ‘ Carol 
Vorderman’’). 

• As found in section 3.2.3 on teaching and learning, teachers’ explanations and 
making overt connections are important to pupils’ understanding. For example, 
in helping pupils to make connections between ‘theory’ and ‘experiment’, or to 
distinguish between ‘describe’ and ‘explain’ in science (Duveen et al., 1993, 
particularly in years 7, 8 and 9) and supporting primary school pupils’ interpre- 
tations of ‘time’, where phrases such as ‘a long time ago’ and ‘the past’ were 
open to subjective interpretation, whilst more conventional vocabulary such as 
‘a decade’ and ‘a century’ were assimilated more readily by pupils (Hodkinson, 
2003). 



Pupils’ understanding of National Curriculum subject areas explores how 
they internalise the relevance and meaning of subjects. Findings suggest a 
need for connections with real life and with other areas of learning to be 
made more overt and visible. 



3.2.7 Cross-curricular themes 

Findings on pupils’ experiences of cross-curricular themes and skills cover the 
areas of PSHE, citizenship and key skills - considered as discrete provision (e.g. 
PSHE lessons) or as themes within the curriculum, for example, taught through 
other subject areas. A total of 52 sources contributed to the findings here. 

• Pupils view these areas of the curriculum as important and useful (Whitty et 
al., 1996; Jamison, 2001; Harland et al., 2002, 2003), perhaps even more so 
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than some of the non-core foundation subjects (MORI, 1998; Halstead and 
Taylor, 2000). 

• However, the place and status of areas such as PSHE and citizenship within the 
curriculum may impact on pupils’ perceptions of their relevance and impor- 
tance (Kerr et al., 2004; Chamberlin, 2003; Lister et al., 2001). 

• There are conflicting findings on the visibility of cross-curricular themes and 
skills - ‘invisible’ to pupils or not often recognised outside of discrete provision 
(Morris et al., 1999a; Harland et al., 2002; Glover and Law, 2001); or visible 
even where embedded in other areas of the curriculum (e.g. in relation to citi- 
zenship - British Telecom, 2003; Chamberlin, 2003; Kerr et al., 2004; 
McKenzie, 2003). 

• Pupils’ views tend to reflect the relevance and values of individual subject or 
topic areas, rather than the potential for cross-curricular learning. Lurthermore, 
in the Northern Ireland Study, it was found that the cross-curricular themes 
played a limited role in helping pupils to make connections across their learn- 
ing (findings at the end of key stage 2 and in the secondary phase - e.g. Harland 
et al., 1999a and b, 2003). 

Citizenship' 

• Pupils see the relevance of citizenship education in terms of a preparation for 
their life outside school (Lister et al., 2001) and have also valued it making 
links to their own community and local culture (Andrews, 2001). 

• Pupils have commonly associated citizenship with: kindness, caring, friend- 
ship and respect for others (notably at key stage 3 - Hahn, 1999) and with 
social rules and responsibilities and ‘community’ (notably at key stage 4 - 
Vaughan and Edwards, 1993) (see also Kerr et al., 2004; British Telecom, 
2003). However, they have less often linked it with political participation (Kerr 
et al., 2004; Chamberlin, 2003; British Telecom, 2003). 

• The citizenship education topics that pupils recognise as having covered 
include: prejudice, poverty, war and moral issues (Hahn, 1999); rights and 
responsibilities, different cultures and religions and laws (Morris et al., 2003; 
Kerr et al., 2004) and to some extent, although with varying results across the 
findings, the judicial system and government and politics (Morris et al., 2003; 
Kerr et al., 2004). Indeed, greater coverage of political and social affairs was 
requested (Lister et al., 2001). 
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• Much of the research has also looked at citizenship education at a broader level, 
to include themes such as school democracy, school councils and areas of 
extra-curricular and community activity among young people (e.g. sports, 
fundraising, arts/hobbies) (Kerr et al., 2004; Morris et al., 2003; Chamberlin, 
2003). School councils were seen, to some extent, to be useful mechanisms for 
pupil involvement. Pupils in these studies felt they were consulted on issues 
such as school organisation, school rules and ‘material’ changes (Chamberlin, 
2003; Kerr et al., 2004; Morris et al., 2003). However, from students them- 
selves, there was some sense that the powers of these councils were limited 
when it came to ‘negotiating’ the curriculum, in terms of decision making 
around teaching and learning (Kerr et al., 2004) and what actually ‘went on in 
the classroom’ (Morris et al., 2003). 

• Action research may be an alternative way to increase pupils’ influence on 
teaching and learning. For example, in a ‘research and development’ study 
focusing on writing at primary level, Grainger et al. (2003) noted that an out- 
come of their research into pupil views was the development of a more 
negotiated curriculum in the project schools, with perceived changes in teach- 
ers’ practice. 

PSHE 

• Pupils feel that the PSHE curriculum needs to be relevant and enjoyable. 
This might be enhanced through, for example, peer-led lessons (e.g. Forrest et 
al., 2002; Twine et al., 2005); sessions with health professionals and the appro- 
priateness of the topics (e.g. covering HIV later on in secondary school, (Regis, 
2000) whereas covering ‘puberty’ would be less useful at that stage (Harland et 
al, 2002). 

• The environment in which sex education lessons is important to pupils, for 
example, in an atmosphere of trust (Buston et al., 2002). 

Key skills 

• Although not especially enthused by covering key skills, pupils have perceived 
key skills (literacy, numeracy, ICT, communication and social skills) to be use- 
ful to adult and working life (MORI, 1998; Unwin and Wellington, 2001). 

• Young people have noted their application in apprenticeships and work experi- 
ence (e.g. Unwin and Wellington, 2001). In addition, pupils’ awareness of key 
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skills in the curriculum is enhanced by experiencing their application elsewhere 
(such as on work placement, e.g. Watson et al., 2000, 2002). 

• However, pupils would seem to have less awareness or recognition of other 
skills such as research and study skills, or own strategies for learning (Shen- 
ton and Dixon, 2004; Williams et al., 2004; Graham, 2002; Morris et al., 1998). 

• Indeed, on the whole, pupils’ recognition of skills is less forthcoming than that 
of content when talking about their learning (e.g. Hopwood (2005) in geogra- 
phy; Eady (2002) in science; Harland et al. (2002, 2003) across the curriculum). 



In sum, arenas such as citizenship, PSHE and key skills would seem to be 
important to pupils - although not generally for their cross-curricular 
value, but rather useful as distinct topics themselves. The pupils themselves 
suggest that relevance might be increased by considering who delivers the 
curriculum (e.g. the PSHE curriculum - professionals in the field). 



3.2.8 Careers education and work-related learning 

Twenty seven items on careers education and work-related learning have been 
included in the review. Most of the research focused solely on careers education 
or work-related learning, but some was part of wider work on pupils’ experiences 
of the curriculum (e.g. Harland et al., 2003). 

Careers education 

• For pupils, there was a lack of coherent awareness of careers education pro- 
grammes and the puiposes of careers guidance (Stoney et al., 1998; Howieson 
and Semple, 2001; Millar and Brotherton, 2001; DfES, 2003b). Careers educa- 
tion lessons could be perceived as less important than other areas of the 
curriculum (Stoney et al., 1998 and to some extent found in Harland et al., 
2003). 

• The timing of careers advice was important and pupils wished they had 
received careers information earlier on in their school careers (Maychell et al., 
1998; Stoney et al., 1998; Howieson and Semple, 2001; Foskett et al., 2003). 
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• Pupils’ main sources of information on post- 16 options were careers teachers 
and advisors, subject teachers and family. One-to-one advice was particularly 
valued (Maychell et al., 1998; Stoney et al., 1998; Keys et al., 1998) and 
recommended for greater provision (Foskett et al., 2003). Gaining information 
from people in the know (for example, people already working in the field, stu- 
dents on the courses or from the institutions they were interested in) was also 
deemed valuable. There seemed to be call for greater provision of this kind, 
including direct experience of post- 16 destinations, such as through college 
visits (Keys et al, 1998; Foskett et al., 2003). 

• Despite generally positive perceptions of the careers advice and support 
received, pupils expressed a need for more help in their careers-related deci- 
sions - particularly in informing them of the full range of options available at 
16 (Maychell et al., 1998; Keys et al., 1998; Foskett et al., 2003; Moor et al., 
2004). 

• Careers education lessons and careers guidance were perceived to lack rele- 
vance to those pupils likely to go on to employment. Pupils intent on leaving 
education required further information on different kinds of jobs and also on 
combining work with training (Maychell et al., 1998; Stoney et al., 1998; 
Howieson and Semple, 2001). In addition, young people have felt it important 
that all pupils have the opportunity to find out about jobs, trades and work- 
related training (irrespective of expected or intended post- 16 destination) 
(Foskett et al., 2003; Moor et al., 2004). 

• Greater promotion of pupils' decision-making skills, self-awareness in terms 
of strengths and weaknesses and careers research skills may be required. 
Pupils’ skill-set was found to be generally lacking in these areas (Morris et al., 
1999a; Stoney et al., 1998). 

Work-related learning 

• Pupils were positive about work experience and placements. They valued 
being given responsibility, being treated like an adult, team working and the 
social aspects of being alongside colleagues (Hall and Raffo, 2001; Hillage et 
al., 2001). On the other hand, being on placement could cause feelings of iso- 
lation (Hall and Raffo, 2001; Ahier et al., 2000) and some pupils experienced 
difficulty dealing with conflicts (Hall and Raffo, 2001). Greater preparation in 
terms of pupil - teacher and pupil - employer dialogue may be required prior to 
placements. 
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• From work experience placements, pupils gained skills for work especially in 
terms of working with others, self-confidence and problem solving (Flillage et 
al., 2001; Watson et al., 2000, 2002) and also with regard to punctuality, relia- 
bility and prioritising. Flowever, there was less evidence that they gained in 
terms of economic understanding of the world of work (Ahier et al, 2000). 

• On the whole, pupils were positive about vocational options and perceived 
relevance in the vocational curriculum to the world of work (Saunders et al., 
1996; Haynes and Wragg, 2002). Work experience and programmes of work- 
related learning enhanced pupils’ perceptions of vocational (versus academic) 
relevance (Hillage et al., 2001; Watson et al., 2002). However, pupils who had 
not yet experienced a vocational curriculum remained less certain of its rele- 
vance or appeal to pupils (Watson et al., 2002; Haynes and Wragg, 2002). 

• Work-related learning did not have a demonstrably positive impact on pupils’ 
attitudes towards school and indeed in some cases, consolidated negative atti- 
tudes in this regard (Hall and Raffo, 2001; Hillage et al., 2001). On the other 
hand, work-based learning did enhance pupils’ attitudes towards learning and 
was suggested as a useful motivational tool and appropriate route for pupils of 
low ability (Saunders et al., 1996; Watson et al., 2000). 



With regard to careers education and work-related learning, overall, 
pupils recommend: 

• the timing of careers advice and guidance should be early - e.g. earlier 
than years 9, 10 and 1 1 (which is the general experience reported by pupils) 

• to include advice from people in the know (as with PSHE from profession- 
als in the field, as well as students on courses that pupils are interested in) 

• to inform all pupils on the full range of post- 16 options 

• to ensure that all pupils have the opportunity to find out about jobs, 
trades and work-related training. 

Reflecting the findings from section 3.2.7, pupils would seem to need help 
with recognising their own learning strategies and with developing their 
research and study skills. 
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3.2.9 Assessment 



Pupils’ views on assessment forms one of the more commonly researched 
themes within this review. In total, 48 items included in the review consider 
pupils’ experiences and perceptions of assessment. Studies have investigated 
pupils’ experiences of national assessment as well as of teacher and in-classroom 
assessment methods more generally. From both these arenas, findings cover: 
pupils’ values and awareness of ‘tests and testing’; the impact of assessment on 
pupils (including issues relating to stress and self-esteem); their preferences for 
different assessment methods (e.g. coursework, examinations, continuous assess- 
ment, etc); their opinions on actual assessment instruments and questions and 
areas related to Assessment for Learning, such as formative feedback and target 
setting. 

Values associated with assessment 

• Pupils believe that tests and examinations are important and feel they are a 
valid method of assessment (‘a good idea') (e.g. Massey et al., 2003; Lyle and 
Hendley, 1998; Harland et al., 1999a; Flamilton and Brown, 2005). 

• Pupils also feel that tests have long-term consequences or implications, 
though retrospectively, the perceived significance of exams taken earlier in 
their educational career may diminish (Lyle and Hendley, 1998; Reay and Wil- 
iam, 1999; Worrall, 2001; Harland et al., 2003). 

• Pupils suggest that tests can provide points of motivation throughout their 
school careers and some pupils (in particular high attainers) enjoy tests (e.g. 
McNess et al., 2001 ; Harland et al., 2005). 

The impact of assessment on pupils 

• However, it has been shown that pupils are anxious about national tests 
throughout their school careers. This is the case at primary level, in relation 
to National Curriculum tests (e.g. Davies and Brember, 1997; 1999; Leonard 
and Davey, 2001; McNess et al., 2001); at secondary level in relation to key 
stage 3 National Curriculum tests (e.g. Hendley and Lyle, 1998; Massey et al., 
2003) and GCSEs (Denscombe, 2000; Hamilton and Brown, 2005; Rogers, 
2003), where obtaining good grades was felt especially important. 
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• As well as at these points of national assessment, classroom assessment also 
provokes similar emotional responses (Doddington et al., 2001; Wade and 
Moore, 1993b; McNess et al., 2001). Feelings of anxiety can also be apparent 
both pre- and post-exam (e.g. waiting for results) (e.g. Butterfield, 1993; Dod- 
dington et al., 2001; Leonard and Davey, 2001; Massey et al., 2003; Reay and 
Wiliam, 1999). 

• GCSEs were found to be a source of considerable stress for pupils in year 1 1 . 
Viewed as the first tests where ‘the results really mattered' , the pressure of an 
ongoing coursework schedule, coupled with reminders of deadlines and the 
emphasis on the importance of doing well in exams, was a further source of 
stress (e.g. Denscombe, 2000; Hamilton and Brown, 2005; Rogers, 2003). 
Stress at the time of GCSEs was also found to be related to: personal expecta- 
tions; expectations of parents; families ’/siblings’ levels of achievement and 
perceptions of ability (e.g. Denscombe, 2000; Hamilton and Brown, 2005). 

• During periods of assessment, pupils have noted changes in classroom atmos- 
phere and ambience (Davies and Brember, 1997; Leonard and Davey, 2001; 
Harland et al., 1999a). Pupils have depicted a less supportive, less collabora- 
tive, monotonous and pressurised environment (e.g. ‘ not being able to work 
together or help each other' as this now constituted cheating - Reay and Wil- 
iam, 1999). Pupils have also noted a change in their experience of the 
curriculum - narrowing as examinations approach to a focus on maths, lan- 
guage and science (e.g. Reay and Wiliam, 1999; Harland et al., 1999a; 
Remedios et al., 2005). 

• A theme running through the findings is the impact of assessment on learner 
identity. Pupils’ attitudes showed a sense of increased competition around 
external examinations, an awareness of differential ability and an ‘ academic 
pecking order ' and the ranking of themselves either against peers or some- 
where on the scale of National Curriculum ‘levels’ (e.g. Harland et al., 1999a; 
McNess et al. (2001), Reay and Wiliam (1999) and Worrall (2001) at the end of 
key stage 2 and Cassady et al. (2004) in relation to the use of self- and peer- 
evaluation in years 9 and 11). 

• Notwithstanding all the above, Worrall’s (2001) retrospective study found that, 
in most cases, attainment at key stage 2 did not have a long-term negative 
impact on pupils’ perceptions of self-as-learner. 



48 



pupils' experiences and perspectives of the national curriculum and assessment 



Perceptions of assessment methods 

Overall, pupils would seem generally happy with the assessment arrangements 
they experienced. A range of preferences have been expressed for the different 
assessment methods. In the Northern Ireland Study, such views were found to be 
as individual and varied as the students themselves rather than substantial collec- 
tive findings (Harland et al., 2005). However, some collective views and 
recommendations could be garnered from the review and these are presented in 
Case Box 5 below. 



Case Box 5 Pupils’ views on assessment methods 



Coursework 



opportunities for using own initiative and responsibility 
(Reid and Jones, 2002; Harland et al., 2003) 

opportunity to demonstrate individual interest and capa- 
bility (Harland et al., 2003) 

a ‘fairer’ method of assessment than that judged by ‘per- 
formance on the day’, (AQA, 2001) but concern over 
fairness regarding the degree of teacher input (Harland et 
al., 2003) 

valued in subjects pupils enjoyed; viewed as ‘tedious’ in 
subjects not enjoyed (QCA, 2005) 

demanding in terms of amount rather than level of diffi- 
culty (Harland et al., 2003) 

better guidance on the amount of work required (Harland 
et al., 2003) and on how marks are gained (Bishop et al., 
1999) 



• girls preferred coursework more than boys (Harris et al., 
1993; Bishop et al., 1997). 



Written 

examination 

papers 



a clear-cut indication of how you are doing (Harland et al., 
2003; McNess et al., 2001) 

concern over fairness of examination conditions - e.g. 
nerves, time pressures, performance on one day, a test of 
memory (e.g. Harland et al., 2003) 
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• boys preferred exams more than girls (Harris et al., 1993; 
Bishop et al., 1997). 


Practical 


• allow pupils to put their skills into practice 


examinations 


• nerves and pressure to ‘get it right’ prevent pupils from get- 
ting the best results (e.g. in music exams, Harland et al., 
2003 and in science, where pupils also felt the teachers 
could get ‘better’ results when they carried out experi- 
ments, Murray and Reiss, 2005). 


Modular 


• ‘ helps break it up a bit' 


courses 


• prevents the rush at the end of the course 

• offer the potential for accumulating marks (Harland et al., 
2003) 

• very positively received in science (Murray and Reiss, 
2005). 



Assessment instruments and questions 

• Pupils have been found to favour computer-based formats of assessment for 
reasons including fun, because it is practical, there is less writing involved, tasks 
being more like games than work, variety and liking the computer (Singleton, 
2001; Johnson and Green, 2004; Richardson et al., 2002; Royal-Dawson and 
Ebner, 2003). However, more opportunity to make notes before typing answers 
has been requested by pupils and the amount of space available for answers was 
raised as a concern (e.g. Royal-Dawson and Ebner, 2003). 

• Conversely, Fiddes et al. (2002) found that secondary pupils favoured paper- 
based assessment instruments. They felt that computer-based tests were more 
stressful, more difficult and overall, not an improvement on the ‘traditional’ 
format (e.g. Richardson et al., 2002). Older pupils retained a preference for 
being able to 'jot things down' on paper, whilst primary pupils were found to 
have a more flexible approach to problem solving (Richardson et al., 2002; 
Johnson and Green, 2004). 

• Misinterpretation, lack of recognition, pre-conceptions and expectations, or 
indeed, over-familiarity with the context of exam questions has been found to 



50 



pupils' experiences and perspectives of the national curriculum and assessment 



impact on pupils’ performance (e.g. Grainger, 2003; Sweiry et al. 2002; Butter- 
field, 1993; Cooper and Dunne, 1998; Green et al., 2001). 

Areas related to Assessment for Learning 

• Pupils are most aware of ‘overt’ tests (particularly national tests) and are less 
conscious of continual or ‘embedded’ teacher assessment (Doddington et al., 
2001; Worrall, 2001). 

• Formative assessment and feedback has been found to engage pupils in their 
own learning and to aid their progress (e.g. Markwick et al., 2003; Lee and 
Gavine, 2003; Davies et al., 2004). Indeed, discussion about learning seems 
important to pupils. For example, year 7 pupils in Lee and Gavine (2003) felt 
that more discussion about learning would be beneficial; likewise, key stage 
4 pupils expressed a desire for more opportunity to talk to their teachers 
individually about their work and progress in the Northern Ireland Cohort 
Study (Flarland et al., 2003). 

• However, formative elements only, such as teachers’ written or oral com- 
ments have been seen as less helpful methods of assessment and providing 
insufficient information, than examination, reports, tests and marks or grades 
(e.g. in the first year of secondary school in Harland et al., 1999a and b and 
Smith and Gorard, 2005). Pupils continue to desire an ordinal ranking for 
their work (Davies et al., 2004). 

• A balance and range of assessment methods appears desirable. Oral feedback 
and longer written commentary are rated as helpful by pupils, alongside examina- 
tion marks and grades (Ronayne, 1999; Worrall, 2001 ; Harland et al., 2003) and 
pupils have valued the full range of formal and informal, teacher- self- and peer- 
led evaluation in primary school (Atkinson, 2003; Tunstall and Gipps, 1996). 



Pupils’ experiences of assessment reveal the following overall: 

• Assessment is important to pupils - national tests provide points of moti- 
vation for pupils. However, pupils are also anxious about national tests 
throughout their school careers. 

• A range of assessment methods is appreciated. Coursework is felt to pro- 
vide opportunity to demonstrate individual interest and capability, although 
more guidance is requested on what is expected and how marks are gained. 
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Written exams are valued for their ‘clear-cut’ indication of how pupils are 
doing, although concerns over the pressures of the day are evident. Modu- 
lar courses perhaps offer a best fit - breaking up the work into manageable 
portions and offering the potential for the accumulation of marks. 

• Discussion about learning is also important to pupils. Learners would 
like more opportunity to talk to their teachers about their progress. 
However, ordinal, clear-cut marking and ranking of their work and 
progress is also desired. 



3.2.10 Achievement and ability 

Findings relating to the combined themes of achievement and ability encompass 
pupils’ perceptions of: success, ‘making progress’, the effort they are prepared to 
expend (or otherwise), their confidence and academic performance, ability rank- 
ings against peers and the labels and values that pupils associate with different 
levels of ability. 

In the curriculum research reviewed, the theme emerges in a reasonably sizeable 
number of publications (50 sources), although usually alongside assessment, 
enjoyment and perceptions of difficulty - rather than as a distinct substantive theme 
itself. Wider views on achievement and ability can be found elsewhere in the liter- 
ature (Lord and Johnson, 2004), where researchers have largely been concerned 
with the interaction of ‘internal’ and ‘external’ strategies in achievement (e.g. 
Lee and Gavine, 2003; Pearson, 2003; Williams et al., 2004; Lord et al., 2005; 
Lord, 2005). 

Doing well / not doing so well 

• Learners have identified a number of attributions related to doing well’. 

These include: effort; ability; appropriate use of strategy; interest; the contribu- 
tion of the teacher and the nature of the task (e.g. Pearson, 2003; Williams et 
al., 2004). 

• Pupils have particularly associated lower levels of achievement with short- 
comings in their teaching, e.g. changes of teacher or ‘bad’ teaching were 
associated with poor results in maths at key stage 4 (Grainger, 2003). However, 
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pupils have also nominated internal factors such as their own learning strategy 
and interest as important to both success and failure (e.g. key stage pupils in 
Williams et al., 2004). Thus, achievement and underachievement are also seen 
by learners to be within their control. 

Gauging and recognising achievement and progress 

• Pupils view their own learning strategies as helping them in their work (Lee and 
Gavine, 2003). In contrast, they seem to place greater reliance on external 
strategies to gauge their achievement and progress (e.g. Lee and Gavine, 2003 
and Harland et al. (2002) which reported that the majority of pupils in key stage 
3 considered examinations to be ‘the most effective means of identifying their 
progress and attainment (p. 117)). 

• That said, pupils sometimes underestimate their abilities (e.g. Blatchford, 
1997; Cooper and Dunne, 1998; Lyle and Hendley, 1998; Lee and Gavine, 2003; 
Davies, 2004). There can be a mismatch in pupils’ self-perceptions of their 
achievements and their actual abilities according to examination results. Pupils 
can feel they are not doing well, but still achieve good grades (Harland et al., 
2003; Graham, 2002). 

• Pupils’ confidence in their ability was found to decline with age (Colley et al., 
1997; Grainger et al., 2003; Davies, 2004). 

• There is also some gender variation in pupils’ estimation of their ability. Gen- 
erally speaking, boys tend to feel confident in their abilities in maths (Osborne 
et al., 1997), science (Lyle and Hendley, 1998), PE (Fairclough, 2003) and in 
using computers (Colley and Comber, 2003b). However, in terms of the accu- 
racy of pupils’ self-estimations, it has been found that girls predict their results 
more accurately than boys in maths and English (Lyle and Hendley, 1998) and 
in French (Davies, 2004) - where in fact boys tended to overestimate their 
ability. 

Values and labels 

• What counts as achievement in pupils’ eyes is not always commensurate with 
the intended schema. For example, Lyle and Hendley (1998) note that pupils’ 
perceptions of key stage 2 National Curriculum tests results signified a labelling 
of each other as ‘ a , b or c’ (see also Leonard and Davey, 2001 on the 11 -plus 
exam). As noted in section 3.2.9, self-labelling by pupils in accordance with 
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their ‘class ranking’ (e.g. McNess et al., 2001; Cassady et al., 2004) or against 
assessment results (e.g. National Curriculum tests in Reay and Wiliam, 1999) 

can have negative influences on self-esteem. 



The findings presented here from the curriculum-based research most likely 
touch the surface of findings within the ‘achievement’ literature. With regard 
to the pupils, the key findings would seem to be: 

• Internal strategies and factors (e.g. interest, own effort, ability, enjoy- 
ment, own goals) are important to pupils in helping them work and make 
progress - resonating with current policy and practice regarding Assess- 
ment for Learning. Actual increases in achievement through such activi- 
ties as goal setting and self-evaluation are also in evidence. 

• However, explicit measures or markers against which pupils can gauge 
their progress are perhaps more readily recognised by pupils. 

• Pupils internalise messages about achievement, making progress and 
doing well, such that there is sometimes a mismatch between their per- 
ceptions (and labels) and their actual attainment and abilities. Again, the 
need for explicit markers and a match of teacher - pupil ratings would 
seem important. 

• It is generally not the curriculum per se that pupils associate with doing 
well . . . not doing so well. Rather, it is the mediation of the curriculum that 
pupils call into view (e.g. how it is taught, the teacher . . .). 

Overall, the findings resound with those drawn out on assessment, above; 
namely the need to employ a range of methods (formative and summative; 
formal and informal; teacher-led and peer-led; internal and external strate- 
gies) to enable learners to judge their achievement. 



3.2.11 Manageability 

The theme of manageability is relatively small compared with others in the review 
(34 sources). It covers pupils’ perceptions of the level of difficulty in their work 
and the amount of work they are required to do. Findings from across the full time 
period of the review point towards similar areas of difficulty for pupils. 
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• Pupils find their work difficult where it entails high literacy demands. ‘ Too 
much writing ’ can prove unmanageable (e.g. across the curriculum, Harland et 
al., 1999a and Morris et al., 1996; within history, Biddulph and Adey, 2003). 

• Heavy workloads have been noted, for example in history, geography and sci- 
ence (e.g. Biddulph and Adey, 2003; Murray and Reiss, 2005). 

• ‘Too much’ has also been construed as ‘a lot of learning'' (e.g. in maths, QCA, 
2004a) and ‘ too many facts’ (e.g. in science, Murray and Reiss, 2005). Related 
to this, learning can also be demanding in terms of concentration and memory 
(Clark and Trafford, 1995; QCA, 2004b; Murphy and Beggs, 2001). The depth 
of understanding required can also be difficult (e.g. Adey and Biddluph, 2003 
in history). 

• The abstract nature of some parts of the curriculum (e.g. maths) is difficult for 
pupils; as are certain concepts (e.g. topics like forces in science, Muiphy and 
Beggs, 2001; QCA, 2004b). 

• New topic areas can also be difficult for pupils (especially in the transition 
from key stage 3 to key stage 4, e.g. Harland et al., 2003 and Biddulph and 
Adey, 2003 both found this to be the case from pupils’ views on geography). 

• Pace also causes some difficulty - too slow and pupils feel like they are not 
learning well (e.g. Boaler, 1997); likewise for ‘too rushed’ (e.g. the science 
curriculum at key stage 4 - Osborne and Collins, 2000). 



Overall, pupils’ perceptions of manageability are associated with: 

• literacy demands 

• workload 

• too much content (e.g. too many facts, memory demands) 

• concepts that are abstract in nature 

• new learning 

• inappropriate pace. 

In addition, findings from the research into enjoyment consistently highlighted 
‘level of challenge’ as a factor in pupils’ positive attitudes. The links between 

appropriate challenge, enjoyment and achievement from the pupils’ perspec- 
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tive as well as being drawn by researchers, seem almost irrefutable in the findings. 
As Glover and Law (2004) recently found, the level of challenge in their work 
was key to pupils’ positive views about their learning environment: 

‘Challenge - the extent to which students are stimulated to learn at the level of 
their individual potential. Learning experiences were rated more positively 
where they feel under pressure but know they can achieve and will be encour- 
aged and praised for their achievement’ (Glover and Law, 2004, p.330). 



3.2.12 Continuity and progression 

The theme of continuity and progression makes up a not insignificant body of 
research by volume (35 sources). A number of studies provide findings on young 
people’s sense of continuity, progression and preparedness for their next year or 
phase of schooling; a few consider continuity within subjects, lesson-to-lesson 
and the building-up of pupils’ learning. Many of the findings, however, highlight 
the theme from researcher inference (e.g. by tracking pupils’ views on other 
themes, or through age/year-group comparisons), rather than based on what pupils 
actually say about continuity and progression in the curriculum. 

Year-to-year 

• The main body of research at key stage 2-3 transfer has focused on pupils’ 
experiences of continuity and progression and the disruption or otherwise to 
their enjoyment and engagement with the curriculum. At primary-secondary 
transfer, researchers suggest a downturn in pupils’ engagement with the cur- 
riculum. The pupils themselves would seem to indicate the same (e.g. Galton et 
al., 2003; Harland et al., 1999b, 2002), although few studies have longitudi- 
nally tracked what pupils actually say on this theme. 

• In general, the Northern Ireland Cohort Study found that the vast majority of 
pupils felt that their previous year of schooling had prepared them well for 
their current year. However, pupils indicated some difficulty in transition 
between key stages 3 and 4 (Harland et al., 2003). 

• At the transition point from key stage 4 to post- 16, again the young people in 
the Northern Ireland Cohort Study transferring to AS, A level and Advanced 
Vocational Certificate of Education (AVCE) studies felt generally well pre- 
pared and a sense of continuity and progression in their subjects. However, 
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those going on to work-related training and employment felt less well prepared 
(Moor et al., 2004). (This issue links with section 3.2. 1 with regard to the voca- 
tional relevance of the curriculum.) 

• Pupils have noted a degree of repetition in their curricula learning. This would 
seem to be particularly great between key stages 2 and 3 (results found in Har- 
land et al., 2002 and also noted in science-based research - see below). Osborne 
and Collins (2001) in science at key stage 4 also indicated repetition from ear- 
lier years and for some pupils this contributed to a lack of interest in the subject. 

• The transition from year 7 to year 8 reveals a dip in pupils’ motivation (e.g. 
Demetriou et al, 2000; Sharp, 1998). Pupils felt that year 8 lacked a sense of 
identity and presented a year in which they were both growing up and also one 
of the last in which they felt they could ‘have a laugh’ (see also section 3.2.2 on 
enjoyment). 

Research specifically into science, rather than across the whole curriculum, has 
provided the main volume of the studies in this arena. Case Box 6 below sum- 
marises the key findings from the science-based research, with selected references. 



Case Box 6 Pupils’ perspectives and experiences of science at 
key stage 2-3 transfer 

Key findings 

• pupils experience some ‘discontinuity’ in science across key stages 2 and 3 

• perceptions relaying ‘discontinuity’ variously cover: different teaching 
styles, different ‘content’, different ‘equipment’, different levels of ‘real- 
life’ relevance (recognised in year 6 and expected even more so of year 7 
but not always experienced as such) 

• pupils also experience repetition of work without sufficient challenge in 
science in year 7 

• taken as a whole, the evidence suggests that pupils have less enthusiasm 
for science in year 7 than in year 6 

• however, findings also suggest that the downturn in pupils’ attitudes 
towards science may occur towards the top end of primary school, rather 
than with transfer and thus further research in this particular area may be 
required in order to unravel the issues. 
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Implications 

The following areas might be considered in achieving a greater sense of con- 
tinuity between key stage 2 and key stage 3 science: 

• greater attention to year 7 pupils’ previous curriculum experiences, includ- 
ing curriculum content and learning/delivery styles - to enhance continuity 
and alleviate apprehension in new learning styles or new topic areas 

• to capitalise on the enthusiasm and expectations of year 6 pupils, for their 
year 7 experiences 

• to contextualise the curriculum in year 7 (e.g. making connections to 
‘real-life’) such that pupils can see its relevance to the real world as they 
had done in year 6 

• to increase the level of challenge and to reduce the level of repetition in 
the year 7 science curriculum, in order to enhance enjoyment 

• on the other hand, some sense of ‘discontinuity’ may be preferable for 
some pupils, allowing a fresh start in the ‘move up to big school’. 

Selected references (continuity and progression and science): 

Braund, M. and Driver, M. (2002). ‘Moving to the big school: what do 
pupils think about science practical work pre- and post-transfer?’ Paper pre- 
sented at the Annual Conference of the British Educational Research 
Association, University of Exeter, Exeter, 12-14 September. 

Braund, M. and Driver, M. (2005). ‘Pupils’ perceptions of practical science 
in primary and secondary school: implications for improving progression 
and continuity of learning’, Educational Research, 47, 1, 77-91. 

Hawkey, R. and Clay, J. (1998). ‘Expectations of secondary science: realisa- 
tion and retrospect’, School Science Review, 79, 289, 81-3. 

Jarman, R. (1993). “‘Real experiments with Bunsen burners”: pupils’ per- 
ceptions of the similarities and differences between primary science and 
secondary science’, School Science Review, 74, 268, 19-29. 

Woodward, C. and Woodward, N. (1998b). ‘Welsh primary school leavers’ 
perceptions of science’, Research in Science & Technological Education, 
16, 1,43-52. 
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Within subjects and lesson-to-lesson 

• According to the pupils, the perceived benefits of continuity within subjects 
include: ‘build-on’ and revisiting work to jog memories’’ ; making progress by 
‘ moving on to new work ’ (e.g. Martin, 2002, in modern foreign languages in 
primary school); enhanced enjoyment and appreciation of a subject’s rele- 
vance (e.g. Harland et al., 2002, 2003). 

• However, whilst pupils might espouse the benefits of follow-on and build-on, 
their actual recognition of continuity and progression would seem less certain. 
The Northern Ireland Cohort Study (e.g. Harland et al., 1999a and b; 2002; 
2003) found that it was mainly the high attainers who identified progressive 
build-up of knowledge and skills in their learning. Boys and the low engaged 
also detected less follow-on than their peers. 



Pupils’ own views on continuity and progression reveal the following. 

• Pupils feel generally well prepared for their next year of schooling 
throughout their school careers. 

• However, pupils note issues such as different teaching styles, different 
teachers and different content as contributing to a sense of discont-inuity 
- for example at key stage 2-3 and 3^4 transitions. 

• Repetition year-to-year is associated with lack of progression by pupils. 
A dip in pupils’ motivation in year 8 would also seem to contribute to 
lack of progression. 

• Pupils themselves perceive build-on and follow-on within subjects as 
beneficial in terms of ‘jogging memories’, making progress, moving on, 
increased enjoyment and perceived relevance. However, there is some 
evidence to suggest that their recognition of progression and build-up of 
knowledge and skills might be improved. 
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3.2.13 Breadth and balance 



The key findings on the breadth and balance of the curriculum from the pupils’ 
perspective come from a relatively small number of sources in the review (27 
sources). To some degree, there is a level of consensus across these sources. How- 
ever, there is also breadth itself in the range of pupil opinions expressed. 

Across the curriculum 

• Pupils have expressed a need for greater balance between ‘academic’ subjects 
and those that are more ‘creative’, ‘practical’ or ‘vocational’ (Haynes and 
Wragg, 2002; Harland et al., 2003). In these studies, pupils perceived an over- 
representation of subjects such as English and maths (e.g. Harland et al., 1999b 
and 2003 - at key stage 3) and inadequate coverage of curriculum areas such as 
IT, PE, the arts, design and technology and health-related subjects like child 
development (Haynes and Wragg, 2002; Harland et al., 2003). 

• Pupils have also recommended greater representation within the curriculum of 
subjects not necessarily offered as part of the statutory curriculum: for example, 
philosophy, psychology, sociology and media studies (e.g. Burke and 
Grosvenor, 2003; Haynes and Wragg, 2002). Similarly, pupils in Foskett et al. 
(2003) made suggestions for a broader curriculum, in particular to offer a wider 
range of subjects at key stage 4 that would also relate more directly to courses 
in further education (FE). 

• On the other hand, pupils also make recommendations for slimmer subject 
curricula content (emanating, for example, from suggestions of ‘too many 
facts’ and ‘too much reliance on memory rather than understanding ’) (e.g. Har- 
land et al., 2002; Murray and Reiss, 2005). In a student-led review of the 
science curriculum, the young people themselves recommended slimmer con- 
tent at key stages 3 and 4 to allow for greater in-depth and detailed treatment 
(Murray and Reiss, 2005). Note, however, that depth has also been related to 
difficulty by pupils in science (QCA, 2004b). Perhaps the common aspect 
across the pupil views here is a desire for ‘less content’ . 

• Pupils themselves have highlighted how balance can be achieved - from their 
perspective through greater relevance to life and work (e.g. QCA 2004b; 
Moor et al., 2004) and by avoiding over-emphasis on one type of task or learn- 
ing style, or on the time spent on a particular topic (Harland et al., 2005). 
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• Interestingly, in the Northern Ireland Study, although with hindsight one-third 
of the 100 interviewees interviewed at aged 17/18 years felt that the time spent 
on English and maths in key stages 3 and 4 was appropriate after all, they still 
recommended greater emphasis on skills, practical activity and the application 
of knowledge in the curriculum at key stages 3 and 4 (Moor et al., 2004). 

• As seen in section 3.2.9, approaching assessment has an impact on pupils’ 
experiences of breadth and balance. Both Reay and Wiliam (1999) and Harland 
et al. (1999a) found that pupils perceived a narrowing of the curriculum as 
national tests approach (in the key stage 2 National Curriculum tests and the 
Northern Ireland Transfer Test respectively). Pupils noted both a change in con- 
tent - towards a greater focus on maths, literacy and science (perceived as 
over-representation) - and a change in pedagogy (e.g. less supportive, more 
pressurised). 

Within subjects 

Within subject areas - notably PE and science - the breadth, range and depth of 
activities on offer and the ‘balance’ of those activities have also been raised in the 
research findings. 

• The body of research into PE in particular points to a need for balance in the 
types of activity on offer - for example, balancing competitive versus passive 
and team sports versus individual activity (Woodhouse, 1996; Milosevic, 1996; 
Fairclough, 2003; Bramham, 1993). However, breadth of content might also be 
important. For example, there were calls for mountain biking and canoeing les- 
sons in PE (Bramham, 2003 - a study on boys’ views of PE). 

• On the other hand, rather than breadth, pupils themselves have also recom- 
mended depth within subject areas (e.g. a slimmer science curriculum to allow 
for more in-depth and detailed treatment, as noted above (Murray and Reiss, 
2005)). 

In both these subject areas, gender differences/preferences have also been inves- 
tigated and a number of authors have asked whether it is possible to construct a 
curriculum to provide balance for both boys’ and girls’ preferences (e.g. Fair- 
clough, 2003; Jenkins and Nelson, 2005; Milosevic, 1996; Woodhouse, 1996). 
(See section 5 on implications for further details.) 
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Pupils’ views on breadth and balance can be summed up overall. 

• Pupils express a need for balance between academic subjects and those 
that are more creative, practical or vocational. 

• They suggest greater representation of subjects not necessarily offered as 
part of the statutory curriculum (e.g. philosophy, psychology, sociology, etc.). 

• They appreciate the options that a broad curriculum offers - including 
the opportunity for choice or to take a wide range of subjects at key stage 
4 (see implications section 5 for further discussion on this). 

• In some instances, pupils recommend slimmer subject content (i.e. away 
from ‘too many facts’, ‘reliance on memory’ and so on), although by this 
they do not necessarily imply less depth. 

• Variation in activities, avoidance of over-emphasis on one type of task 
and making learning relevant to life and work, contribute to pupils’ 
improved perceptions of balance. 



3.2.14 Coherence across the curriculum 

The coherence of the curriculum is one of the least studied aspects of the curricu- 
lum from the learners’ perspective - with just eleven studies providing key 
findings for this category in the review. 

Across the curriculum 

• Although few studies have investigated pupils ‘whole curriculum experience’, 
the findings would suggest that it is rare for pupils to be aware of their total 
learning experience (Glover and Law, 2004; Harland et al ., 2003). 

• Pupils rarely see connections outside subject boundaries. A key finding from 
the Northern Ireland Study was that pupils perceived the ‘whole curriculum’ as 
subject-compartmentalised. Where pupils do make connections across sub- 
ject areas, these tend to be internalised as connected content, rather than 
connected skills (Harland et al., 2002, 2003). In this study, pupils also felt there 
were fewer connections across their key stage 4 curriculum than there had 
been at key stage 3 (Harland et al., 2003). 
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Within subject areas 

• Similarly, within a subject area, pupils rarely experience ‘interconnections’ 
(e.g. Goodchild, 1995 on year 10 maths; Hendley and Lyle, 1996, on design 
and technology). In Osborne and Collins (2001), pupils perceived the key stage 
4 science curriculum to be disjointed; they did not recognise commonality 
between biology, physics and chemistry and experienced their science lessons 
as ‘chopping and changing’ each day. 

• However, a sense of connectedness or ‘subjects fitting together’ does seem to 
be important to pupils (e.g. Rudduck et al., 1994, found this to be the case par- 
ticularly by year 9, interestingly where it was not so important in the preceeding 
two years). Pupils taking the three sciences have requested the inclusion of 
some topics which overlap biology, chemistry and physics (QCA, 2004b). 
Connections have been perceived by pupils to be beneficial to their learning 
(for example, to manageability, understanding, recall, depth and breadth of 
learning, enjoyment and relevance - Harland et al., 2003). 

• Despite a sense of coherence and integration across the curriculum being 
important to pupils, some sense of contained learning might also be benefi- 
cial. In Murray and Reiss (2005), pupils felt that science should be integrated 
with other subjects, particularly at primary level, but they also recommended 
that the science curriculum should include a coherent treatment of the maths 
needed for science (i.e. in addition to the maths covered in maths lessons; 
maths for science should also be contained coherently within science). 

With other learning 

• Although not a key finding directly from the pupils themselves, a number of 
researchers have inferred benefits in linking pupils’ out-of-school experiences 
to their curriculum learning (e.g. Newton and Newton, 1997 in science and 
Kent and Facer, 2004 on ICT). And in a study of sporting activities with young 
people with severe learning difficulties, the researchers suggested that employ- 
ing a ‘connective pedagogy’ between school and community life would 
enhance lifestyle promotion for these young people (Fitzgerald et al., 2003). 



Overall, pupils view their curriculum learning experiences as subject-com- 
partmentalised. They rarely voice perceptions of interconnections or whole 
curriculum experiences. However, where recognised, connections across 
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subject areas are felt by pupils to be important and beneficial to their learn- 
ing and understanding. As well as this kind of lateral coherence across the 
curriculum, contained learning within subject areas might also provide 
pupils with a sense of coherence in terms of a whole treatment of an issue. 



3.2.15Curriculum change 

This category was originally intended to consider pupils’ experiences of curricu- 
lum change since the introduction of the National Curriculum (i.e. early 1990s’ 
research may have captured this). As the length of time from this date (1988) 
increases, the research in this field has inevitably dwindled. However, with the 
introduction of other initiatives and changes to the curriculum throughout the 
1990s and early 21st Century, other research has also been included here (30 
sources in total). Examples include research on: the Literacy Hour (e.g. Fisher, 
2001; Hancock and Mansfield, 2002 and other publications not summarised for 
the review such as Wallace, 2005; Sainsbury, 2004); the National Literacy Strat- 
egy (e.g. Diment, 2003; Galton et al., 2003); the work-related curriculum (e.g. 
Hillage et al., 2001); National Curriculum assessments (e.g. Johnson, 2002 and 
2003) and research inspired by the National Curriculum orders for PE which 
emphasised inclusivity (Williams et al., 2000). Research has also consulted pupils 
prior to the introduction of local curriculum policies (e.g. Haynes and Wragg, 
2002, on the introduction of a city-wide vocational curriculum) and to inform 
National Curriculum review (e.g. Harland et al., 2002). 

Pupils’ views on such strategies or changes associated with them have not gener- 
ally been directly sought. Rather, researchers have set pupils’ perceptions within 
the context of change and researcher-inferred implications and recommendations 
for the curriculum have been drawn. An illustration of some of the research in this 
category and its implications is presented in Case Box 7. 
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Case Box 7 


Research set in the context of curriculum change 


A National 


• MORI (1998) found that pupils seemed in general unable 


Curriculum .. 


. to articulate the purpose of the National Curriculum - 
other than its intention of ensuring a standard education 
across the nation. 

• In general, pupils were in favour of a National Curriculum 
for consistency, but at that time were critical of the lack of 
apparent flexibility and choice they felt it provided. 


A decade 


• Brown (2001a) and Bell (2001) monitored subject choice 


of change ... 


and standards. They found that gender differences in sub- 
ject choice had decreased. 

• Davies and Brember (2001) monitored standards in Eng- 
lish and maths and found them to be ‘stable’ (according to 
standardised tests). 

• Comparing 1984 and 1996 survey results, Stables and 
Wikeley (1997) found little change in subject preferences 
pre- and post- National Curriculum, with the exception of 
a fall in the popularity of English at the time. 


Tracking 


• Woodward and Woodward (1998a) considered the influ- 


the change 


ence of the National Curriculum on pupils’ science atti- 
tudes by exploring successive year 6 pupils’ views on 
science (1991, 1993, 1995) - thus taking account of the 
rolling introduction of National Curriculum science in the 
primary school. 

• Over this time period, pupils’ confidence in science 
increased, as did its popularity and perceptions of its rele- 
vance to future careers (although these were all noted as 
association, not causal). 


The literacy 


• Hancock and Mansfield (2002) and Fisher (2001) found 


hour 


that pupils recounted differences between the literacy hour 
and normal class teaching. These included: faster pace, 
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stricter teacher, extended writing (enjoyed by girls, less so 
by boys) and distinct plenary sessions (deemed ‘boring’ 
with not enough pace by some). 

• Pupils also noted a different environment (e.g. work on the 
carpet - no longer an area solely for ‘relaxation’). With 
curriculum changes come changing views and priorities, 
not only in pedagogy, but in classroom environment. 


Assessment 


• Results from Davies and Brember (1997 and 1999) at that 
time found a drop in key stage 1 pupils’ self-esteem since 
the introduction of national tests at year 2. 

• Flowever, by the time this year 2 group reached year 6, 
there was a rise in year 6 pupils’ self-esteem related to test- 
ing. This might be due to increasing maturity, or the 
influence of an established test culture. 


The Key 
Stage 3 
Strategy 


• Carnell (2004) explored young people’s views on learning, 
expectations, progression, engagement and transformation, 
in the context of the Key Stage 3 Strategy (DfES, 2003c). 

• The Key Stage 3 Strategy appeared to result in teachers 
‘covering content’ rather than delivering the curriculum 
and the engagement of young people in lessons rather than 
in learning. 

• Pupils’ own accounts suggested performance-oriented, 
rather than learning-oriented, experiences. Implications for 
greater attention to Assessment for Learning were drawn. 



As can be seen above, involving the student voice in curriculum innovation and 
change has been valued over many years. Mac An Ghail (1992) involved pupils in 
curriculum change in one school and noted particular needs for pupils to be sup- 
ported and inducted in curricular innovations. Furthermore, Davies and Brember 
(2001, p.39) recommended ‘ a continuing policy of research to try to unravel the 
effects of the National Curriculum’ including from the learners’ perspective. 
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Pupils’ views on curriculum change cannot be summed up overall, but 
rather can be seen in context of specific initiatives and curriculum develop- 
ments - as shown above. A greater focus of research in the context of 
curriculum change and development might be considered. 



3.2.16 Out-of-school influences 

This category takes account of the out-of-school experiences that were noted in 
the curriculum-based research we reviewed and that influence pupils’ attitudes or 
understanding in the curriculum. Areas of influence include: ICT, magazines, 
media, friends, parents, participation in out-of-school sports and so on. Selected 
findings from the 1 8 sources reviewed here include the following. 

• Young people’s out-of-school experiences of ICT affect pupils’ overall atti- 
tudes towards ‘computers’ (e.g. Comber et al., 1997; Colley and Comber, 
2003a). Outside expertise and help with ICT was relied upon by primary 
pupils (Selwyn and Bullon, 2000). 

• Reading at home can have a positive effect on pupils’ reading at school, par- 
ticularly where a significant other is read to in both contexts (Pearson, 2003). 
Friends and relatives were found to be an important source of pupils’ histor- 
ical information - books and TV less so (Barton, 2001). 

• Media and magazines inform pupils with regard to sex-education (Forrest et 
al., 2002) and on citizenship and civic knowledge (Kerr et al., 2001). 

• Connective pedagogies and experiences are beneficial to pupils’ learning. 
For example, home, peer and out-of-school activities congruent with pupils’ 
school experiences (Reiss, 2000; Fitzgerald et al., 2003). 



In sum, pupils’ out-of-school experiences can affect their attitudes towards, 
understanding and experiences of the curriculum. Drawing on these experi- 
ences within school might be beneficial to pupils’ learning. 
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3.2.17 Perceptions of effects and outcomes 



Findings referring to pupils’ perceptions of the effects and outcomes of education 

on themselves emerged alongside the curriculum-based research we reviewed. In 

this context, the findings (from 16 sources) indicate the following. 

• Pupils have identified impacts on their personal and social skills (e.g. confi- 
dence, teamwork) in relation to arts education (Harland et al., 2002 across the 
arts; Collins, 1992 on drama). 

• Pupils have also noted developments in their thinking and critical skills 
(again in relation to the arts, Harland et al., 2002). Researchers themselves 
have also observed impacts on pupils’ thinking and critical skills when listen- 
ing to pupils discussing their learning: e.g. thinking skills (‘using your brain’); 
visualising, remembering and memorising and listening (‘eavesdropping’) e.g. 
McCallum et al. (2000). However, pupils have also noted these arenas as 
‘missing’ to some extent, particularly within science (i.e. absence of a ques- 
tioning approach and some sentiment that school science does not particularly 
develop critical or sceptical skills or increase pupils’ curiosity, e.g. Osborne and 
Collins, 2000; Jenkins and Nelson, 2005). 

• Specific programmes or interventions often have a positive impact on pupils’ 
attitudes (e.g. towards sport, the arts and their motivation in general). However, 
there might also be a negative effect on their perceptions of ‘normal curricu- 
lum’ activity (this seemed to be the case in a Sport Education programme for 
boys (Kinchin et al., 2004) and to some degree, with arts education interven- 
tions (Harland et al., 2005)). 

• In terms of longer-term impacts of the curriculum, there is relatively little 
direct research. However, a study of a Primary Technology Project found long- 
term impacts on pupils’ confidence, independence and ability to work with 
others in technology in later years in secondary school (Brown, 2001). A recent 
review on environmental education showed little evidence that longer-term 
learning outcomes from environmental education have been sought in the 
research (Rickinson, 2001). However, fieldwork was found to help pupils 
develop their personal and social relationships in their work (rather than a 
social/inter-personal sense) (Nundy, 1999). 

Findings relating to the effects of ‘testing’ are outlined in section 3.2.9. 
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Research into the effects of curriculum experiences on pupils’ personal, 
social, emotional and cognitive skills reveals the potential for both positive 
and negative impacts. More focused research on the effects of the curricu- 
lum on pupils’ thinking and critical skills might be considered; as well as 
some longer-term studies in this field. 



3.2.1 8 Values education 

This theme considers pupils’ experiences and perceptions of values education per 
se as imparted by the curriculum, for example social and moral messages (beyond 
those associated with citizenship and PSHE, which are reported under cross-cur- 
ricular themes), nine sources are included. Some of the values that pupils express 
about education, learning and the curriculum include: 

• a desire for a holistic emphasis to teaching and learning (Burke and Grosvenor, 
2003) 

• a rationale of basics for all (Burke and Grosvenor, 2003) 

• pupils should learn about children’s rights and who to turn to if they experience 
an infringement of those rights (McKenzie, 2003) 

• that values should be mirrored both in and out of school (Burke and Grosvenor, 
2003; Fitzgerald et al., 2003) 

• pupils can take value stances and positions around certain topics within their 
subjects, for example about environmental issues. Pupils feel that the curricu- 
lum should emphasise that there can be right and wrong (e.g. Littledyke, 2002; 
Hopwood, 2005) 

• perceptions of the use of calculators in maths as cheating, except where permis- 
sion for use is given by the teacher (Cole and Newson, 1996; Ruthven, 1995). 



As well as the curriculum, the school environment and culture plays a 
part in pupils’ learning experiences and in imparting values (Morrison, 2000; 
Osborn et al., 2001). As Halstead and Taylor (2000) put it, values are about: 
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. . . the principles and fundamental convictions which act as general guides to 
behaviour, enduring beliefs about what is worthwhile, ideals for which one 
strives, standards by which particular beliefs and actions are judged to be 
good or desirable ... (Halstead and Taylor, 2000, p.3) 



3.3 Key background variables 

A number of studies included in this review have analysed pupils’ perceptions by 
variables such as gender, age, ethnicity, social class, ability or special educational 
needs. Of these, findings by gender and age have been the most frequently 
sought. 4 The findings are spread across a wide range of themes, subject areas and 
so on. However, the following cumulative results are evident. 

Age 5 

• pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum decreases as they get older (although with 
some upturn with regard to optional subjects at key stage 4) 

• pupils’ sense of academic relevance increases as they get older (and with 
impending national assessment) 

• pupils’ desire for working independently increases as they get older. 

Ability 

• lower ability pupils tend to question the vocational relevance of the curriculum 
and their preparedness for employment (e.g. Boaler et al., 2000; Hillage et al., 
2001 ; Harland et al., 2003) 

• lower ability pupils also tend to have lower levels of engagement and enjoy- 
ment of the curriculum (e.g. Harland et al., 2003) 

• perceptions of manageability within the curriculum concern both high and low 
ability pupils - work can be delivered ‘too fast’ for high ability pupils (e.g. 
Boaler et al., 2000, in key stage 4), whilst not being challenging enough can be 
a concern for both low and high ability pupils (Boaler et al., 2000; Harland et 
al., 2003) 
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• lower ability pupils seem particularly at risk of demotivation once they realise 
certain ‘grades’ are unachievable and a ‘ thickie ’ and ‘ boffin ’ culture can arise 
(Hallam and Deathe, 2002; Williams, et al., 2002). 

Gender 

The research covers gender preferences in teaching and learning styles, boys’ and 
girls’ motivations, abilities and achievements (e.g. the gender gap). Gender differ- 
ences in the findings on the whole relay some gender stereotyping in terms of 
pupils’ subject preferences and motivation for subjects - however, this assertion is 
in itself typecasting. Preferences can be as individual as the pupils themselves. 
This arena would require further in-depth review of the complex issues and impli- 
cations that arise in order to unpack the findings. Some of the arenas where gender 
emerges strongly in the findings include: 

• girls appear less confident using ICT than boys 

• although many pupils underestimate their abilities, where overestimation 
occurs this tends to be by boys 

• boys would seem to need particular help with motivation and strategies for 
learning. 



3.4 Selected references 

To help draw together some of the key findings, Table 1 presents some findings 
and selected references from across the themes in the review. A full list of refer- 
ences is provided later in the report. 

Table 1 Selected findings and references 

Selected references across the themes 



Relevance • a narrow view of literal relevance, influenced by perceived subject status, 

assessment and ‘getting grades’; relevant if relates to real-life (Harland et al., 
2003; Reiss, 2001; Adey and Biddulph, 2001) 



Enjoyment • enjoyment and motivation decreases as pupils get older (Harland et al., 2003; 

Keys and Fernandes, 1993; Woolnough, 1994; Blatchford, 1996; Reiss, 2001; 
Miller et al., 1999) 

• enjoyment related to pupils’ views on their own ability and being successful. 
Familiarity helps, but too much routine can lead to boredom. The challenge of 
the new is also needed (Davies and Brember, 1994a; Pell and Jarvis, 2001) 
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Table 1 



Selected findings and references cont’d 



Selected references across the themes 



Enjoyment (cont’d) • a year 8 dip in pupils’ motivation (Sharp, 1998; Demetriou et al., 2000; 
Harland et at., 2003) 



Teaching and 
learning 



• ‘fun presentation’, ‘practical activity’ - Pell and Jarvis (2001); Murphy and 
Beggs (2001) 

• ‘using the computer’ (West et al., 1997; Selwyn and Bullon, 2000) 

• working in groups (Lyle, 1999; McCallum etal., 2000) 

• being given responsibility, but balancing independent working and support 
(McCallum et al., 2000; Flutter et al., 1999; Newman, 1997) 

• teachers who explain clearly, who listen, who are fair (Garner, 1993; Rudduck, 
1996) 

• who are interesting and knowledgeable (Younger and Warrington, 1999; Keys 
etal., 1998) 



Activity preferences 



• practical activities within science (West et al., 1997; Pell and Jarvis, 2001; 
Williams etal., 2003; Parkinson etal., 1998; Stark and Gray, 1999) 

• preferences for writing depending on age (Wray, 1993; Pollard, 1996; 
Grainger et al., 2003; Fisher, 2001) 

• preferences for different types of reading material and purposes of reading 
(Davies and Brember, 1993; Beresford, 1997; Fenwick, 1994; Myhill, 1999) 

• added dimension, support and versatility that ICT brings to their learning 
(West etal., 1997; Selwyn and Bullon, 2000; Flail and Higgins, 2005) 



Subject preferences • favourite subjects involve practical activity and practical application (Pollard et 
al., 1994, 1996; West etal., 1997; Playnes and Wragg, 2002; Plarland et al., 
2002, 2003; Colley and Comber, 2003a) 

• subject choices influenced by enjoyment, career usefulness, ability and 
parental advice (e.g. Playnes and Wragg, 2002; Stables and Wikeley, 1997, 
1999; Stott etal., 1997; Adey and Biddulph, 2001) 

• least favourite subjects and reasons for not choosing related to perceptions of 
difficulty and irrelevance (e.g. John and Thomas, 1997; Stables and Wikeley, 
1999) 



Pupils’ understanding • enhanced by relevance and meaning through connections with real life and of 
subjects other areas of learning (Wright, 1997; Newton and Newton, 1997; Duveen et 

al., 1993; Ratcliffe, 1998; Berry and Picker, 2000; Catling, 2001; Norman and 
Harrison, 2004) 



Cross-curricular 
themes and skills 



• important and useful (Whitty et al., 1996; Jamison, 2001; Harland et al., 2002 
and 2003; MORI, 1998; Halstead and Taylor, 2000; Kerr et al., 2004; 
Chamberlin, 2003; Lister etal., 2001) 

• needs to be relevant and enjoyable (Forrest et al., 2002; Twine et al., 2005; 
Regis, 2000; Harland et al., 2002) 
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Table 1 



Selected findings and references cont’d 





Selected references across the themes 


Cross-curricular 
themes and skills 
(cont’d) 


• need to improve research and study skills and strategies for learning 
(Shenton and Dixon, 2004; Williams et at., 2004; Graham, 2002; Morris et at., 
1999a) 


Careers education 
and work-related 
learning 


• timing and sources of information important (Stoney etal., 1998; Howieson 
and Semple, 2001; Millar and Brotherton, 2001; Harland etal., 2003; Maychell 
et at., 1998; Foskett et at., 2003; Moor et at., 2004) 

• positive about vocational learning (Saunders et at., 1996; Haynes and Wragg, 
2002; Hillage etal., 2001; Watson etal., 2002; Hall and Raffo, 2001) 


Assessment 


• exams and tests - important and valid (e.g. Massey et at., 2003; Lyle and 
Hendley, 1998; Harland etal., 1999a; Hamilton and Brown, 2005) 

• a source of stress and anxiety (Davies and Brember, 1997, 1999; Leonard and 
Davey, 2001; McNess et at., 2001; Hendley and Lyle, 1996; Massey etal., 
2003; Denscombe, 2000; Hamilton and Brown, 2005; Rogers, 2003; 
Doddington et at., 2001; Wade and Moore, 1993b; McNess etal., 2001; 
Butterfield, 1993; Reay and Wiliam, 1999) 

• references related to Assessment for Learning (Doddington et at., 2001 ; 
Worrall, 2001; Markwick et at, 2003; Lee and Gavine, 2003; Davies eta!., 
2004; Harland etal., 2003; Smith and Gorard, 2005; Davies etal., 2004; 
Ronayne, 1999; Worrall, 2001; Atkinson, 2003; Tunstall and Gipps, 1996) 


Achievement 
and ability 


• external strategies to gauge achievement (Lee and Gavine, 2003 and 
Harland etai, 2002) 

• underestimation of abilities (Blatchford, 1997; Cooper and Dunne, 1998; Lyle 
and Hendley, 1998; Lee and Gavine, 2003; Davies, 2004; Harland etal., 2003; 
Graham, 2002) 

• self- and peer-labelling (Lyle and Hendley, 1998; Leonard and Davey, 2001; 
McNess etai, 2001; Cassady et al., 2004; Reay and Wiliam, 1999) 


Manageability 


• high literacy demands (Harland et at, 1999a; Morris with Schagen, 1996 and 
Biddulph, 2003) 

• ‘a lot of content’ (QCA, 2004a; Murray and Reiss, 2005; Clark and Trafford, 
1995; QCA, 2004b; Murphy and Beggs, 2001 ; Adey and Biddluph, 2003) 


Continuity and 
progression 


• feel prepared year-on-year within the whole curriculum (Harland et at, 1999a, 
1999b, 2002, 2003, Moor etai, 2004; Galton etai, 2003) 


Breadth and balance 


• greater balance required across the curriculum (Burke and Grosvenor, 2003; 
Foskett et at, 2003; Haynes and Wragg, 2002; Harland et at, 1999a, 1999b, 
2002, 2003; Moor etal. , 2004) 


Coherence 


• coherence across the curriculum rarely discussed (Harland et at (1999a, 
1999b, 2002; 2003; Rudduck etai, 1994) 

• coherence within subjects desired (Osborne and Collins, 2001 ; Murray and 
Reiss, 2005) 



findings by theme 



73 



Table 1 



Selected findings and references cont’d 



Selected references across the themes 



Curriculum change • research on the Literacy Hour (Fisher, 2001 ; Hancock and Mansfield, 2002) 
and the National Literacy Strategy (Diment, 2003; Galton et al., 2003) 

• the work-related curriculum (Hillage etal., 2001; Haynes and Wragg, 2002) 

• National Curriculum assessments (Johnson, 2002 and 2003) 

• a decade of change (Brown, 2001 b; Bell, 2001 ; Davies and Brember, 2001 ; 
Stables and Wikeley, 1997) 



experiences of ICT (Comber et al., 1997; Colley and Comber, 2003a; 
Selwyn and Bullon, 2000) 

reading at home (Pearson, 2003; Barton, 2001) 

media and magazines (Forrest et al., 2002; Kerr et al., 2001) 



Effects and outcomes • personal and social skills in the arts (Harland et al., 2002; Collins, 1992) 

• thinking and critical skills (Harland et al., 2002; McCallum et al., 2000; 
Osborne and Collins, 2000; Jenkins and Nelson, 2005) 

• the impact of specific programmes or interventions (Kinchin etal., 2004; 
Harland etal., 2005; Brown, 2001; Rickinson, 2001; Nundy, 1999) 



Values education • learning-oriented learning and basics for all (Burke and Grosvenor, 2003; 
Carnell, 2004; McKenzie, 2003; Fitzgerald etal., 2003) 

• the importance of school environment and culture (Morrison, 2000; Osborn et 
al., 2001 ; Halstead and Taylor, 2000). 



Out-of-school 

influences 



3.5 Summary across the themes 

A summary of the key findings for each of the themes has been presented above. 

To conclude this chapter, this section draws together the findings across the cur- 
riculum themes. 

• Learners see the curriculum as relevant to passing exams, getting grades and 
as a passport to their next steps. At all ages, pupils’ sense of ‘academic’ rele- 
vance increases with impending assessment. Despite this, real-life connections 
are important in creating relevance for pupils and vocational relevance for all 
is a value espoused by pupils. 

• Across the curriculum, pupils’ enthusiasm decreases as they get older. Over 
the primary phase, their enjoyment starts to wane. At key stage 2-3 transition 
pupils experience some repetition in their learning. More intellectual rigour 
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may be needed in the curriculum as key stage 2 progresses in order to engage 
pupils at a time when they perceive many subjects to be getting easier. 

• Enjoyment and motivation across the curriculum continue to decrease through- 
out key stages 3 and 4. Year 8 depicts a dip in motivation. Year 9 indicates some 
recovery of motivational attitudes, associated with national assessment and 
making choices. However, key stage 4 reveals some improvements in pupils’ 
enjoyment particularly of optional subjects. 

• Pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum is associated with a sense of ease, fun, 
newness, progressive accomplishment and appropriate challenge. Pupils 
enjoy subjects and activities where teaching and learning are active, participa- 
tory and have practical application. 

• Learners appreciate supportive and collaborative approaches, with prefer- 
ences for increasing responsibility and autonomy as they get older. Explaining 
clearly is amongst the most consistently valued quality in a teacher. In addition, 
pupils appreciate teachers’ wide subject knowledge and welcome sessions with 
professionals from within the field (e.g. health professionals, visitors from col- 
leges, the workplace and so on). 

• Across the themes, variety is espoused. Pupils enjoy a variety of teaching and 
learning approaches and activities. A balance and range of assessment meth- 
ods seems desirable (e.g. formal and informal; teacher-, self- and peer-led 
evaluation; formative and summative). Pupils also appreciate a variety of sub- 
jects to be on offer, including a balance between academic subjects and those 
that are more creative, practical or vocational. 

• Across the themes, ‘too much writing’ and ‘too many facts’ form an underly- 
ing current in pupils’ views (e.g. on manageability, assessment, breadth and 
balance, enjoyment). They recommend slimmer subject content, although by 
this they do not necessarily imply less depth. 

• The right level of challenge is important to pupils’ engagement, enjoyment, 
progression and achievement. Thus, some sense of differentiated and individu- 
alised learning might be desirable. 

• Pupils also value accessibility and equal opportunity across many aspects of the 
curriculum considered in this review - e.g. vocational learning/or all, ‘basics’ 
for all (although not necessarily in the form of key skills), careers guidance/or 
all. Beyond this though, pupils also request the opportunity for choice and 
again, varying degrees of differentiated and personalised learning. 
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• Across the curriculum, implicit messages permeate pupils’ experiences and 
perceptions. Pupils ascribe importance to subjects according to their timetable 
allocations or assessment status. Learners internalise messages about achieve- 
ment, making progress and doing well, such that there is sometimes a 
mismatch between their perceptions (and labels) and their actual achievements 
and abilities. 

• Pupils appreciate explicit measures or markers in the curriculum - for exam- 
ple against which they can gauge their progress. However, there is a need for 
making such messages more overt. Pupils (particularly secondary school 
pupils) require more visible messages about the relevance of the curriculum to 
daily and future life. They might also benefit from greater awareness of con- 
nections across the curriculum (i.e. coherence) and recognising continuity and 
progression in their learning. 

Finally, across the themes it is evident that factors other than those curriculum 
related are important in affecting pupils’ opinions. For example, images of work 
and careers; self-concepts of ability; the school environment and culture; teaching 
and learning and out-of-school influences. In this regard, a number of authors 
have emphasised the ‘complex’ relationships which need to be explored surround- 
ing pupils’ experiences of teaching, learning and the curriculum (e.g. Glover and 
Law, 2004a and b; Jenkins and Nelson, 2005; Cleaves, 2005). Cleaves’ caveat for 
science could be applied across the curriculum: 

‘Caution should be exercised in recommending changes in [science education] 
curricula based only on trends in students’ perceptions of [science] in school’ 
(Cleaves, 2005, p.483). 

With this complex array of influences and relationships in mind, section 5 dis- 
cusses some of the implications raised by the findings on pupils’ perspectives and 
experiences, in the light of current policy. 

Before that, section 4 outlines some of the ongoing work in this field. 
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Notes 



1 Individual summaries of all 314 entries in the review have been completed. These include details of the 
findings from each study and are unpublished. 

2 Previous reports for this project have discussed findings as they have emerged over the course of the time 
period of the review. This report presents an overview of the key findings - illustrated with references and 
examples. 

3 Citizenship education became a statutory element of the secondary school curriculum in September 2002. 
The three strands of the National Curriculum programmes of study are: knowledge and understanding 
about becoming an informed citizen; developing skills of enquiry and communication and developing 
skills of participation and responsible action (DfES, 2004). The report of the Advisory group on Education 
for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools (Advisory Group on Education and Citizenship 
and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools, 1998) identified three inter-related components which should 
form part of the citizenship curriculum: social and moral responsibility, community involvement and 
political literacy. 

4 Studies rarely consider more than one or two of these background variables - although Harland et at. 
(2002, 2003) considered in the findings pupils’ gender, age, social and economic background, attainment 
and engagement levels and school type. 

5 Findings by age, key stage and phase of education were presented in a report to QCA in December, 2003 
(Lord and Kendall, 2003, unpublished). 
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4 Current research 



In order to identify any current or planned research in the area of pupils’ perspec- 
tives on the National Curriculum, requests were sent out to relevant UK university 
education departments, research organisations and commissioning bodies in each 
year of the review. Rather than a comprehensive survey or audit of work, organi- 
sations were invited to respond so as to inform the review and help provide an 
up-to-date picture of the work underway in this field. Searches of the Current Edu- 
cational Research in the UK (CERUK) databases were also conducted annually. 

In this latest year of the review, requests were sent out to 78 UK universities/higher 
education institutions (identified as having education departments and possibly 
undertaking research in this field) and 45 research organisations/commissioning 
bodies. Sixteen institutions/organisations responded, highlighting at least 15 
research projects currently underway. From these responses, 10 pertinent research 
projects were identified (i.e. those related to pupils’ curriculum experiences 1 ). A 
search was also carried out of the CERUK database, yielding three further studies 
not already in the review. These ongoing projects are discussed below and outlined 
in Table 2. 

Several of the identified studies have a focus on the subject area of science. 
Researchers at the University of Leeds are undertaking an evaluation of the co- 
ordination of 21st Century Science, a suite of new GCSE courses for 14-16 year 
olds in science. The research is funded by the Nuffield Foundation, who have 
developed the 21st Century Science programme, along with the Science Education 
Group at the University of York. The evaluation will investigate pupils’ learning, 
teachers’ and pupils’ experience of the course and pupils’ attitudes to science. 
Sheffield Hallam University are carrying out research into UK secondary pupils’ 
perceptions of science and engineering (funded by Research Councils UK). The 
project is using questionnaires and focus group interviews of key stage 3 and 4 
pupils to tease out better understanding of the key issues involved in young peo- 
ple’s decision making when choosing further study and career options. Also 
on the subject area of science, two ongoing projects at the University of York are 
investigating pupils’ attitudes to school science, including at key stage 2-3 tran- 
sition. To date, some findings from this research have been published and appear 
in the review (e.g. Braund and Driver, 2005). 
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At the University of Exeter, research funded by the Nuffield Foundation, the 
National Research and Development Centre for adult literacy and numeracy 
(NRDC), the Learning and Skills Development Agency (LSDA), the University 
of Brighton and the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE) is 
investigating formative assessment. The research will evaluate how teachers and 
students can enhance their understanding and practice of formative assessment to 
produce new insights and evidence about the links between formative assessment 
practices and students’ motivation and achievement in vocational education at 
key stage 4 and advanced level (GCSE and AVCES). Also in the area of assess- 
ment, ongoing work at the Assessment & Qualifications Alliance (AQA) is 
exploring students’ perceptions of computer-based assessment methods, in 
terms of students’ reactions to typing answers in text entry boxes in world class 
tests, as well as their perceptions of computer-based problem solving. A further 
area of study at AQA is that of teachers’ and pupils’ views on tiering in GCSE 
examinations, particularly for mathematics. 

Whilst not directly focusing on the National Curriculum, it is notable that a number 
of current studies are gathering pupils’ perspectives on broader aspects of their 
school experience. Researchers at the University of Huddersfield report an ongo- 
ing programme of research into pupils’ experience of schooling. The University 
of Hertfordshire are engaged in a project on inclusion and have undertaken one-to- 
one interviews with deaf students to find out what they perceive regarding teaching 
strategies, subject preferences and support for curriculum access. Ofsted have pro- 
duced relevant publications, including reports on pupils’ satisfaction with their 
schools generally and a report on Bangladeshi pupils’ experience of school. The 
Campaign for Learning’s action research project Learning to Learn in Schools has 
also been highlighted again this year, focusing on teaching/learning styles. 



Table 2 Current research 



Institution and Research area 


Reference or Web page 


The University of Leeds 


N/A 


UK Secondary Pupils’ Perceptions of 
Science and Engineering 




The University of York 


www.york.ac.uk/depts/educ 


• Pupils’ attitudes to science and science 

practical work and practical science in the world 
of work pre- and post-transfer to secondary 
school - looking at learners’ experiences of 
practical works in science lessons 
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Table 2 Current research cont’d 



Institution and Research area 


Reference or Web page 


The University of York (cont’d) 


www.york.ac.uk/depts/educ 


• ‘Would you want to talk to a scientist at a 
party?’ students’ attitudes to school science 
and science - project looks at learners’ 
attitudes to school science 




The University of Exeter 
Improving formative assessment 


www.education.ex.ac.uk/ifa 


Assessment & Qualifications Alliance 


www.aqa.org.uk 


• Teachers’ and students’ views on tiering in 
GCSE examinations 

• Text entry boxes in world class tests: 
students’ reactions to typing answers on a 
computer 

• Students’ perceptions of computer-based 
problem solving 




University of Hertfordshire 
Inclusion: what deaf pupils think 


University of Hertfordshire (2002) Inclusion: what 
deaf pupils think London: RNID 


University of Huddersfield 

Pupils’ experience of schooling (including some 
views/attitudes towards the curriculum) 


• Cullingford, C. (2002). The Best Years of 
Their Lives? Pupils’ Experiences of School. 
London: RoutledgeFalmer. 

• Cullingford, C. (1999). The Human 
Experience: The Early Years. Aldershot: 
Ashgate Publishing. 




• Eysenck, H.J. and Gudjonsson, G.H. (1989). 
The Causes and Cures of Criminality: 
Perspectives on Individual Differences. New 
York, NY: Plenum Press. 




• Cullingford, C. (2000). Prejudice: From 
Individual Identity to Nationalism in Young 
People. London: Kogan Page. 




• Cullingford, C. (1991). The Inner World of the 
School: Children’s Ideas about Schools. 
London: Cassell. 


Campaign for Learning 


Learning to Learn in School 

Learning to Learn for Life. 2005. Network 

Educational Press 

www.campaignforlearning.org.uk 


Ofsted 

• Pupils’ satisfaction with their schools 

• Bangladeshi students’ experience of school 


http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/publications/index. 

cfm?fuseaction=pubs.summary&id=3944 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/publications/index. 

cfm?fuseaction=pubs.summary&id=3635 
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Notes 



Note that some responses indicated research underway in the broader field of young people’s experiences 
of ‘school’. Other responses highlighted curriculum-based research that did not focus on pupils’ views. 
These have not been reported here. 
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5 Implications and conclusion 



5.1 The review 

The 314 sources contributing to this review have provided a rich and varied data 
set. The results are dispersed across a wide range of themes and foci and derived 
from various aims, research questions and contexts. However, some areas have 
provided a sufficient body of research to allow cumulative and corroborated 
results to be identified. In addition, several areas have raised implications for cur- 
rent policy or practice, or have provoked the question of the need for further 
research. 

We conclude by highlighting some of these issues to consider, in the light of cur- 
riculum policy and developments, including: Assessment for Learning, enjoyment 
and achievement, the personalised learning agenda, the 14-19 debate, e-learning, 
and the site of learning). Finally, we suggest areas where the review might be 
developed beyond its current scope. 

5.2 Implications for curriculum policy, practice and 
research 

5.2.1 Assessment for Learning and making progress 

Assessment for Learning is the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for 
use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their 
learning, where they need to go and how best to get there. (Assessment Reform 
Group, 2002) 

Assessment for learning: time to embed. Across a number of themes, subject 
areas and age ranges, the findings from the pupils’ perspective highlight implica- 
tions for the development of Assessment for Learning - in particular that it might 
take time to embed within teaching and learning. Research has shown that the ini- 
tial change from a summative to a formative schema can be ‘ unsettling ’ for pupils 
(e.g. Markwick et al., 2003). Other activities associated with Assessment for 
Learning, such as peer evaluation, can also be demanding for pupils. Investigating 
peer evaluation in dance, for example, Cassady et al. (2004) found negative 
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impacts on pupils’ self-esteem and group dynamics. Pupils preferred self-evalua- 
tion on video, although working consistently with the same group helped to build 
trust and ease anxieties regarding group evaluation. 

Of particular note is that pupils’ strategies for recognising their own learning and 
progress reveal a reliance on external cues (e.g. examinations and reports) - seen 
to provide ‘concrete’ indications of attainment. Curriculum developers and teach- 
ers might consider the balance between ongoing assessment and summative 
markers to enable pupils to gauge their progress. 

Making continuity and progression more visible. Pupils’ awareness of continu- 
ity and progression in the curriculum and how their learning build-on appears 
somewhat limited. However, making continuity and progression more visible 
within their curriculum experiences might be important for young people’s recog- 
nition of their progress. This might be emphasised via Assessment for Learning 
through setting goals and ‘ how best to get there’ . 

Aiding primary-secondary transition. Research and development at primary- 
secondary transfer would recommend attention to teaching and learning strategies 
which motivate pupils (e.g. Galton et al., 2003) and which help pupils to continue 
to make progress particularly at key stage 2-3 transition. 

One way of reinforcing continuity ... is to provide curriculum experiences that 
begin in the primary classroom and are continued, extended and progressed 
after pupils transfer to their secondary schools. We refer to this work as 
‘bridging’ ( Braund and Driver, 2005, p.79). 

Further research. Research findings across the key stages suggest that further 
exploration might be due in terms of: pupils’ experiences of assessment; stress 
and transitions and the potential of formative assessment for enhancing pupil 
progress and engagement in their learning. 



5.2.2 Enjoyment and achievement 

. . . for every primary school to combine excellence in teaching with enjoyment 
of learning ... primary education is about children experiencing the joy of dis- 
covery, solving problems, being creative in writing, art, music, developing their 
self confidence as learners and maturing socially and emotionally ... 

(DfES, 2003a) (www.standards.dfes.gov.uk) 
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... for all children and young people to enjoy and achieve. ( Every Child 
Matters, DfES, 2005a) 

Greater attention to real-life application and ‘fun’. A number of recent studies 
reveal a mismatch between pupils’ preferred learning styles and activities and 
what they report actually experiencing in the classroom. The review highlights 
aspects of the curriculum that might be developed or changed in order to better 
accommodate pupils’ preferences. These include: increased relevance to daily life 
and work; greater attention to practical activity; more opportunity for responsibil- 
ity, autonomy and personal choice in learning and that learning should be ‘fun’. 
Attention to both the mode of delivery and the content of subjects should be con- 
sidered. 

Achievement and learning. Pupils have noted an emphasis on performance- 
oriented learning, highlighting a narrowed view of relevance (utilitarian and 
academic), stress and anxiety and decreased enjoyment, breadth and balance 
alongside ‘high stakes assessment’ . Although assessment might provide points of 
motivation, pupils have also put forward ideals about ‘ schooling for fulfilment’ 
and learning-oriented learning (Burke and Grosvenor, 2003; Carnell, 2004). 
Every Child Matters aims for all children and young people to ‘enjoy and 
achieve’ (DfES, 2005a), through personal and social development, enjoying 
recreation and through stretching national standards. 

Further research on manageability, breadth and balance. In the primary 
phase, there was comparatively little by way of volume of research on the curricu- 
lum design concepts of breadth and balance and manageability. Given the 
association between enjoyment and manageability in the findings and the chang- 
ing balance within the curriculum through aspects such as the literacy hour, 
further research into these topics might be considered - in particular, their associ- 
ation with pupils’ achievement. 



5.2.3 Personalised learning 

A key finding of the review is that different degrees of support, differentiation and 
individualised learning might be required at different ages. These issues resonate 
with the current personalised learning agenda - referring to both curriculum con- 
tent and learning approaches. However, pupils’ views indicate that different levels 
of personalisation are required in different arenas. In target setting for example, 
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pupils have requested highly individualised targets (Dagley, 2004a and b); whilst 
‘learning about a trade’ is suggested as something that all pupils should cover irre- 
spective of post- 16 destination (e.g. Moor et al., 2004). As the DfES Standards 
Site explains, personalised learning has elements of curriculum entitlement and 
elements of choice: 

A pupil’s learning journey involves a combination of entitlement and choice 
that delivers a breadth of study and personal relevance and for young people at 
age 14 and onwards there is increasing choice within the education system. 
(www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/personalisedlearning) 

At 14 and beyond, personalised learning entails a guaranteed core curriculum; 
enrichment and enquiry; increased choice as pupils progress through their school 
career; support and information to make choices and flexibility leading to relevant 
qualifications for all. This review raises implications from the pupil perspective 
for the above arenas, in terms of breadth, balance, choice and variety - the latter 
a popular request from pupils in their learning. 

Breadth, choice and variety. Pupils consistently request a breadth and range of 
subjects and courses on offer. However, to what extent this is about breadth of 
coverage or choice is not always clear. In this regard, Burke and Grosvenor (2003) 
offer some sense of young people’s underlying ‘educational values’. Although 
these children wished for more personal choice and some specialisation, their 
responses also revealed that 4 hey regard as more important the need to build a 
foundation which is characterised by a holistic emphasis in teaching and learn- 
ing ’ (p.59). Entitlement to 'basics for all ’ was put forward by the pupils. 

The post- 16 phase of the Northern Ireland study provides a further source of 
reflection here. When looking back at their post-primary studies, the 100 young 
people who were interviewed at the age of 18 expressed the importance of: ‘vari- 
ety’ within the curriculum at key stage 3 (i.e. to include a broad range of skills, 
practical learning and real-life relevance) and ‘choice’ at key stage 4 (Moor et al., 
2004). 

Improving balance for all pupils. Several authors have argued that a require- 
ment for subject curricula to be balanced might not be appropriate for all pupils. 
Given pupils’ different abilities, levels of engagement, varying preferences by 
gender and so on, the question is raised: ‘balance for whom?’ 
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In the Northern Ireland Study, for example, low-engaged pupils expressed con- 
cern about the over-representation of academic subjects and this seemed to 
contribute to their disengagement (Harland et al., 2002). And in PE and science, 
the issue of balance for gender equity or ‘unbalance’ to suit gender preferences is 
highlighted (e.g. Woodhouse, 1996; Milosevic, 1996; Osborne and Collins, 2000; 
Jenkins and Nelson, 2005). Is it possible to provide for the breadth of differing 
preferences expressed by boys and girls in PE and science? As pointed out by 
Fairclough (2003) - 'the actual application of breadth and balance becomes con- 
stricted when individual schools contend with limited facilities, availability and 
expertise of staff and timetable allocation' (pp. 13-14). And in science researchers 
note the ‘ tension ’ between ‘ constructing a science curriculum differentiated by 
student interest’ with ‘a commitment to gender equity and the provision of a broad 
and balanced science education for all ’ (Jenkins and Nelson, 2005, p.54). 

On the whole, the areas that pupils highlight for greater curriculum coverage 
reflect those which they perceive to be useful for daily life, work and for prepara- 
tion for future study. A greater emphasis on relevant learning opportunities both to 
study, life and work and to the particular pupils concerned might help address 
issues of balance, as well as ‘personalised learning’ for pupils. 



5.2.4 14-19 education and skills 

... tailored to the talents and aspirations of individual young people, with 
greater flexibility about what and where to study and when to take qualifica- 
tions. (DfES 2005c, p.3) 

Coherence, continuity and progression. Recent developments in the areas of 
personalised learning and the 14-19 debate (e.g. www.dfes.gov.uk/14-19) pro- 
pose greater personal choice and enhanced opportunities for progression through 
different learning pathways. Thus, more research into the coherence, continuity 
and progression of the learners’ experience might be opportune. Areas for 
research might include: 

• opportunities for personal choice 

• the range of courses on offer and what this means for the learning experience as 
a coherent ‘whole’ 

• the links made between subject areas and the impact of that on learners’ 
progress 
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• and learners’ progression throughout key stage 3 and the 14-19 curriculum and 
its associated assessment arrangements. 

Whole curriculum learning, content and skills. Accounts of whole curriculum 
learning are not so prevalent in pupils’ discourse, as accounts of subject-compart- 
mented learning. However, whilst research from earlier in the review (e.g. 
pre-2000) suggested that pupils focused on content rather than skills when talking 
about their curriculum experiences, findings regarding pupils’ views on skills have 
emerged more recently. Whilst this may be due to different research questions and 
contexts, it might also indicate somewhat of a sea change in pupils’ experiences of 
the curriculum and in particular a greater emphasis on key skills, vocational learn- 
ing and practical application. It would be interesting for research to explore 
whether these aspects become more frequent in the pupil voice as they become 
embedded in practice particularly within 14-19. 



5.2.5 ICT and e-learning 

... as a learner you should have: . . . the chance to develop the skills you need 
for participating fully in a technology-rich society. Along with listening and 
reading, you will spend more time learning in groups, working with others, 
being creative, learning through challenging, game-like activities and materi- 
als that adjust to the level and pace appropriate to you and with clear personal 
goals that you help to set ... (DfES, 2005b, p.7) 

Harnessing pupils’ enjoyment and motivation associated with ICT. Given the 
added dimension that ICT brings to pupils’ learning (including to their enjoyment 
and understanding), there are important implications for policy regarding ICT. 
There is a strong case for harnessing the high levels of pupil enjoyment and moti- 
vation with regard to ICT that are evident at a young age and particularly before 
girls’ confidence in computer usage becomes an issue in the secondary age range 
(the research indicated that girls’ confidence in ICT usage declined in secondary 
school). Interestingly, ICT was amongst the less frequently researched subjects 
areas at primary school and given this important arena there may be a pressing 
need for further research in this area. 
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5.2.6 Site of learning 



Flexibility in the site of learning has come to the fore in the personalised learning 
agenda, 14-19 developments, e-learning and through other schemes such as 
Excellence in Cities. Research has highlighted the potential benefits to pupils in 
terms of perceived relevance and making progress when connections are made 
within and across their learning. Given these greater flexibilities in the location of 
their learning, attention might be given to encouraging connections between 
classroom and informal or other learning experiences. The ‘permeability’ of the 
boundaries between formal and informal learning might be explored from the 
point of view of curriculum planning and teaching/learning approach: ‘ learning 
can be thought of as a continuum of formal and informal practices' (Kent and 
Facer, 2004). 



5.2.7 Effects and outcomes of education 

At present, the effects and outcomes of programmes and initiatives on pupils’ 
personal, social and emotional learning and capabilities are being researched. 
The effects and outcomes of everyday curriculum learning would appear less 
frequently researched. A number of current and recent national initiatives, such 
as Creative Partnerships (www.creative-partnerships.com) (along with QCA’s 
Creativity: Find it Promote it) and Excellence in Cities (www.standards.dfes. 
gov.uk/sie/eic) aim to embed within teaching and learning and as they do so, the 
effects and outcomes on pupils’ learning might warrant further research. 

5.3 The scope of the review: a concluding comment 

This review has focused on pupils’ perspectives and experiences of the curriculum 
and assessment, as found in the research literature from 1989 to date. Over this 
time period, there have been developments and changes in the curriculum and 
associated policy contexts. Fikewise, different foci have emerged in the research, 
including research into assessment and qualifications, citizenship, the literacy 
hour, research ‘ten years on' and so on. In response, the review itself has taken 
account of the emerging themes and findings in the research - the methodological 
and substantive typologies by which the research has been categorised have been 
revised and developed as necessary. 
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Over the course of the review, the particular focus that research takes on the pupil 
- as learner, student, individual, participant and so on - has also changed and 
developed. As well as exploring their perspectives, involving pupils in research 
has also come to the fore, through consultation, action research, in-school evalu- 
ation, school councils and so on. The review suggests that pupil involvement in 
negotiating their curriculum has positive spin-offs for pupils, teachers and 
schools. Currently, this aspect of learning is mainly reported as a result of specific 
programmes or through action research. However, the pupil voice is now making 
a contribution across education and other children’s services (including via Every 
Child Matters - making a positive contribution and engaging in decision making 
through for example, school councils (DfES, 2005a). 

Any future review might be developed to focus on the pupil voice - not only what 
they say, but the process by which they are involved, who is involved and the 
impact of that involvement on the children and young people, as well as perhaps 
on schools and elsewhere. As a number of researchers have recently highlighted, 
it is not only the curriculum that affects young people’s views, but how they are 
involved in their teaching, learning, personal, social and other development - a 
complex array which needs constant unravelling. 
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Appendix 1 - Aims 



Aims 

The main aim of this work was to review the full body of research into pupils’ 
experiences and perspectives of the curriculum and assessment published from 
1989 to date. This years’ work thus involved extending the coverage of the review 
to encompass research published in 2004-2005 and carrying out an overview of 
the full database of sources. The review aimed to address the following. 

a) What research on pupils’ experiences and perspectives of the curriculum has 
been carried out from 1989 to 2005? 

b) What research on pupils’ experiences and perspectives of assessment and feed- 
back has been carried out since 1995? 

c) What research on pupils’ experiences and perspectives of careers education 
and work-related learning has been carried out since 1998? 

d) In what ways can the research be categorised in terms of project size, method- 
ology, duration and focus? 

e) What are the key findings in the research? More detail would be given about 
findings which have continuing relevance. 

f) Has any work explored gender, ethnicity, special educational needs, age or social 
and economic status in relation to the pupil perspective on the curriculum? 

g) What research is currently in progress or about to start in this area? 

Sources 

Sources for inclusion in the review were identified from database searches con- 
ducted by NFER’s library staff. The search strategies employed are outlined in 
Appendix 2. The searches were run through the same range of sociological, edu- 
cational and psychological databases as employed in previous reviews, in order to 
ensure consistency. 
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In order to address research question g) ‘What research is currently in progress or 
about to start in this area?’ details of work in progress or due for publication were 
gathered through: 

• a postal request to relevant universities and colleges of higher education 

• a postal request to research organisations and funding bodies 

• a search for relevant projects through the Current Educational Research in the 
UK (CERUK) database. 
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Appendix 2 - Search strategies 
and methodology for the review 

Study design 

This review is of published research literature which informs the body of knowl- 
edge on pupils’ experiences and perspectives of the National Curriculum. From 
2003, two new aspects were introduced to broaden the scope of the review: 
pupils’ perspectives on assessment and on work-related learning. The main focus 
of the review is on research that has involved directly asking students about their 
experiences of and attitudes to the National Curriculum. Current research has also 
been included when appropriate. 

General approach 

Initial discussions were held with the research team to establish the parameters for 
the review. Following the initial searches, additional key terms were suggested 
and the searches were then refined. Discussions held in subsequent years enabled 
the library to respond to the need for amendments in the strategy as the project 
evolved; for example, the search strategy for work-related learning was developed 
from a list of terms and expressions compiled by the research team in consultation 
with QCA. 



Inclusion criteria 

Items selected for inclusion in the review met the following criteria: 

Type of research 

Research that took into account the pupils’ experience and perspective and 
focused on the curriculum (including the whole curriculum, the National Cur- 
riculum, individual subjects, assessment, cross-curricular themes and skills, 
work-related learning). 
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Target population 



The review pertains to pupils from the age of 5 to 16. In the case of work-related 
learning, search limits were applied to exclude post-sixteen education, except that 
items concerning 14-19 education were included. 



Time and place 

Studies in this review date in the main from the introduction of the National Cur- 
riculum in 1989; studies on work-related learning date from 1998 onwards. The 
research geographical coverage is of England, Wales, Northern Ireland and Scot- 
land. 

Search strategy 

As the primary method of identifying published literature for this review, NFER 
librarians searched a range of educational, sociological and psychological data- 
bases during each phase of the project: ASSIA, British Education Index, Child 
Data, ERIC and Psyclnfo (previously PsycLit), as well as the Library’s own inter- 
nal databases including CERUK (Current Educational Research in the United 
Kingdom). Other databases which were available in some but not all years of the 
project were also used: British National Bibliography via Blaise Web (1999); 
SIGLE (until 2004); International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (in 2003); 
British Library Inside (in 2005). 

Due to limited resources, other recommended means of searching, such as hand- 
searching of journals, were not undertaken. 

Search strategies were developed for all databases by using the controlled vocab- 
ulary pertinent to each database, under the broad subject headings of attitudes 
and the National Curriculum. The searches were developed to maximise consis- 
tency across the range of databases and the key terms were presented to the 
research team for further suggestions. Where no thesauri were available, or the 
controlled vocabulary included no appropriate keywords, free-text searching was 
undertaken. 

Searches covered the period 1998 to date and were conducted on the same range 
of databases as the National Curriculum and assessment searches. 
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The keywords used in the searches, together with a brief description of each of the 
databases searched, are outlined below (“ft” denotes free-text terms and “?” that 
terms were truncated to include both singular and plural forms). 

1. Pupils’ perspectives on the National Curriculum 

British Education Index (BEI) 

BEI provides bibliographic references to 350 British and selected European Eng- 
lish-language periodicals in the field of education and training, plus developing 
coverage of national report and conference literature. 

Terms relating to Attitudes 

Adolescent Attitudes 
Childhood Attitudes 
Expectation? 

Expectations of Students 
Opinions 
Perceptions 
Perspective? 

Pupil Attitudes 
Pupil Experiences 
Student Attitudes 
Student Experiences 
Views 



Terms relating to National Curriculum subjects 

Algebra Education 
Art 

Art Education 
Art History 
Arts Education 
Biochemistry Education 
Biology Education 
Botany Education 
Calculus Education 
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Chemistry Education 
Dance Education 
Design Education 
Drama Education 
Ecology Education 
English 

English Literature 
English Studies 
English Studies Curriculum 
Environmental Education 
Foundation Subjects 
French 

French Studies 
General Science 
Geography 
Geography Education 
Geology Education 
Geometry Education 
German 
German Studies 
History 

History Studies 
Italian 

Italian Studies 
Languages 
Literature Studies 
Mathematics 
Mathematics Curriculum 
Mathematics Education 
Modern Language Curriculum 
Modern Language Studies 
Modern Languages 
Modern Languages Studies 
Modern Mathematics 
Music 

Music Curriculum 
Music Education 
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Physical Education 

Physical Education Curriculum 

Physical Geography Education 

Physics Education 

Poetry Studies 

Religious Education 

Religious Education Curriculum 

Russian 

Russian Studies 

Science Curriculum 

Science Education 

Science Education Curriculum 

Sciences 

Spanish 

Spanish Studies 
Technology Education 
Trigonometry Education 

Terms relating to Cross-curricular Themes 

Career Education 
Careers 

Careers and Educational Guidance 

Careers Education 

Careers Guidance 

Citizenship Education 

Cross-curricular Approach 

Health Education 

Health Education Curriculum 

Individual Development 

PSE 

Social Development 

Terms relating to the National Curriculum 

Core Curriculum 
Curriculum 
Main Subjects 
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National Curriculum 
National Curriculum Council 
Secondary School Curriculum 

Attitudes AND National Curriculum subjects 
Attitudes AND Cross-curricular Themes 
Attitudes AND the National Curriculum 



The Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

ERIC is sponsored by the United States Department of Education and is the 
largest education database in the world. It indexes over 725 periodicals and cur- 
rently contains more than 7,000,000 records. Coverage includes research 
documents, journal articles, technical reports, program descriptions and evalua- 
tions and curricula material. 

Terms relating to Attitudes 

Adolescent Attitudes 
Childhood Attitudes 
Childrens [sic] Attitudes 
Perspective? 

Student Attitudes 
Student Expectations 
Student Experience 
Student Opinion 
Student Opinions 
Student Perception 
Views 

Terms relating to the National Curriculum 

British National Curriculum 
National Curriculum 
National Curriculum (England) 

National Curriculum (Great Britain) 

National Curriculum (United Kingdom) 

National Curriculum Council 
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National Curriculum Council (England) 
National Curriculum Council (Great Britain) 
National Curriculum for English (Great Britain) 
National Curriculum UK 

Attitudes AND the National Curriculum 



Current Educational Research in the United Kingdom 
(CERUK) 

CERUK is a database sponsored by NFER and the Department for Education and 
Skills (DfES), with support from the Evidence for Policy and Practice Informa- 
tion and Co-ordinating Centre (EPPl-Centre). It aims to provide a complete 
record of current or ongoing research in education and related disciplines. It cov- 
ers a wide range of studies including commissioned research and PhD theses, 
across ah phases of education from early years to adults. 

Terms relating to Attitudes 

Childrens [sic] Attitudes 
Childrens Expectations 
Childrens Opinions 
Childrens Perceptions 
Pupil Attitudes 
Pupil Expectations 
Pupil Experience 
Pupil Feedback 
Pupil Opinions 
Pupil Perceptions 
Student Attitudes 
Student Expectations 
Student Experience 
Student Feedback 
Student Opinions 
Student Perceptions 
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Terms relating to Subjects / Cross-curricular Themes / 
National Curriculum 

Algebra Education 
Art Education 
Arts Education 
Biology Education 
Careers 

Careers Education and Guidance 

Chemistry Education 

Citizenship Education 

Core Curriculum 

Cross Curricular Approach 

Cross Curricular Themes 

Dance Education 

Design Education 

Drama Education 

English Education 

English Language Education 

English Literature Education 

Environmental Education 

Foundation Subjects 

French Language 

French Language Education 

Geography Education 

Geology Education 

Geometry Education 

German Language 

German Language Education 

Health Education 

History Education 

Mathematics 

Mathematics Education 

Modern Foreign Languages 

Modern Foreign Languages Education 

Music Education 

National Curriculum 

Personal and Social Education 
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Physical Education 
Physics 

Physics Education 
Poetry 

Religious Education 
Science Education 
Sciences 

Spanish Language 
Spanish Language Education 
Technology Education 

Attitudes AND Subjects / Cross-curricular / National Curriculum 

ChildData 

ChildData is produced by the National Children’s Bureau. It encompasses four 
information databases: bibliographic information on books, reports and journal 
articles (including some full text access); directory information on more than 
3000 UK and international organisations concerned with children; Children in 
the News, an index to press coverage of children’s issues since early 1996 and an 
indexed guide to conferences and events. 

Terms relating to Attitudes 

Attitudes 
Children’s Views 
Views 

Terms relating to Cross-curricular Themes 

Careers 

Careers Guidance 
Citizenship 
Health Education 
Moral Development 
Parenthood Education 
Personal and Social Education 
Sex Education 
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Terms relating to the National Curriculum 

Curriculum 
National Curriculum 
SATs 

Teaching Methods 
Technology 

Terms relating to National Curriculum subjects 

Art 

Arts 

Dance 

Drama 

English Language 
Environmental Studies 
French Language 
Geography 
German Language 
History 

Italian Language 

Languages 

Literature 

Mathematics 

Music 

Physical Education 
Poetry 
Reading 
Science 

Spanish Language 
Technical Education 
Theatre in Education 
Writing 

Attitudes AND Cross-curricular Themes 
Attitudes AND the National Curriculum 
Attitudes AND National Curriculum subjects 
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Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA) 



ASSIA is an index of articles from over 600 international English language social 
science journals. The database contains approximately 168,000 records and pro- 
vides unique coverage of special educational and developmental aspects of 
children. 

Attitudes OR Perspective 
AND 

Children OR Pupils OR Students 
AND 

Curriculum OR Curriculum Subjects OR National Curriculum 



International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS) 

IBSS is one of the largest and most comprehensive social science databases in the 
world with coverage dating from 1951 onwards. Current data is taken from over 
2400 selected international social science journals and around 7000 books per 
annum. 

Algebra Education 
Art Education 
Art History 
Arts Education 
Biochemistry Education 
Biology Education 
Botany Education 
Calculus Education 
Career? 

Chemistry Education 
Citizenship Education 
Core Curriculum 
Cross Curricular Approach 
Dance Education 
Design Education 
Drama Education 
Ecology Education 
English Education 
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English Literature 
English Studies 
Environmental Education 
Foundation Subjects 
French AND Education 
General Science 
Geography Education 
Geology Education 
Geometry Education 
German AND Education 
German Studies 
Health Education 
History Education 
Individual Development 
Italian AND Education 
Italian Studies 
Literature Studies 
Main Subjects 
Mathematics Curriculum 
Mathematics Education 
Modern Language Curriculum 
Modern Language Studies 
Modern Languages 
Modern Languages Studies 
Modern Mathematics 
Music Curriculum 
Music Education 
National Curriculum 
National Curriculum Council 
Personal and Social Education 
Physical Education 
Physical Education Curriculum 
Physical Geography 
Physics Education 
Poetry Studies 
Pupil? AND Attitude? 

Pupil? AND Experience? 
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Religious Education 

Religious Education Curriculum 

Russian AND Education 

Russian Studies 

Science Curriculum 

Science Education 

Science Education Curriculum 

Sciences 

Secondary School Curriculum 
Social Development 
Spanish AND Education 
Spanish Studies 
Student? AND Attitude? 
Student? AND Experience? 
Technology Education 
Trigonometry Education 



System for Information on Grey Literature in Europe (SIGLE) 

SIGLE is a bibliographic database covering European non-conventional (grey) 
literature in the fields of humanities, social sciences, pure and applied natural sci- 
ences and technology and economics. 

Children? OR Pupil? OR Student? 

AND 

Attitude? OR Expectation? OR Experience? OR Opinion? OR Perception? OR 
View? 



Psyclnfo 

This is an international database containing citations and summaries of journal 
articles, book chapters and technical reports, as well as citations to dissertations in 
the field of psychology and psychological aspects of related disciplines, such as 
medicine, sociology and education. 

Children? OR Pupil? OR Student? 

AND 
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Attitude? OR Expectation? OR Experience? OR Opinion? OR Perception? OR 
View? 

AND 

Population Location = England OR Great-Britain OR Northem-Ireland OR Scot- 
land OR United-Kingdom OR Wales 
AND 

Curriculum OR Education OR School? 

2. Pupils’ perspectives on assessment 

The following concepts, derived from the British Education Index, were searched 
for on each database, whether as keywords or free text terms. Further keywords 
specific to individual databases are indicated against each one below. The same 
sets of attitude terms are employed for each database as for the National Curricu- 
lum searches above. 

Ability Tests 
Assessment 
Assignments 
Continuous Assessment 
Coursework 

Differentiated Examinations 

Examinations 

Feedback 

GCSE 

General Certificate of Secondary Education 

Informal Assessment 

Mathematics Tests 

Pupil Evaluation 

Reading Tests 

School Based Assessment 

Science Tests 

Self Assessment 

Self Evaluation 

Standard Assessment Tasks 

Standard Grade Examinations 

Stress 
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Teacher Response 
Test Anxiety 
Tests 
Testing 

BEI 

Assessment terms above AND Attitude terms 

ERIC 

Additional terms relating to Assessment 

Ability Tests (Differential) 

Educational Assessment 

Assessment terms AND Attitude terms 

CERUK 

Assessment terms as BEI 
Assessment terms AND Attitude terms 

ChildData 

Additional terms relating to Assessment 

GCSE Examinations 
SATs 

Assessment terms AND Attitude terms 

ASS I A 

Assessment terms as BEI 
Assessment terms AND Attitude terms 
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IBSS 



Assessment terms AND Attitude terms as BEI 
Assessment terms AND Attitude terms 

SIGLE 

Assessment terms as BEI 
Assessment terms AND Attitude terms 



Psyclnfo 

Additional terms relating to Assessment 

Achievement Measures 
Aptitude Measures 
Curriculum Based Assessment 
Differential Aptitude Tests 
Measurement 
Test Taking 

Assessment terms AND Attitude terms 

3. Pupils’ perspectives on work-related learning 

The following list encompasses the range of concepts compiled by the research 
team in conjunction with QCA, along with keywords of equivalent scope from the 
database thesauri. All phrases were searched as free-text terms where they did not 
correspond to keywords and both hyphenated and non-hyphenated forms were 
employed. 



Work related 

Work related activities 
Work related contexts 
Work related curriculum 
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Work related education 
Work related environment 
Work related experience 
Work related learning 
also Extended work related learning 
Work related provision 



Work 

Work conditions 
Working conditions 
Work education relationship 
Work environment(s) 
Working environment(s) 
Work practices 
Working practices 



Work based 

Work based education 
Work based learning 
Work based training 

Work experience 

Community placements 
Industrial visits 
Industry days 
Part time employment 
Part time jobs 
Role play 
Simulation 
Work experience 
Work placements 
Work shadowing 
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Links and partnerships 



Business education link(s) 

Business education partnership(s) 
also Education business link(s) 

Education business partnership(s) 
Industry education link(s) 

Industry education partnership(s) 
also Education industry link(s) 

Education industry partnership(s) 



Apprenticeships 

Apprenticeships 
Modern Apprenticeships 
Student Apprenticeships 



Enterprise 

Enterprise activities 
Enterprise education 
Enterprise in education 
Financial literacy 
Mini enterprise 
Young enterprise 



Work skills 

Career(s) related skills 
Employability 
Employability skills 
Key skills 

Preparation for working life 
Work skills 
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Cross-curricular themes 



(The original searches on cross-curricular themes had already included the terms 
Citizenship Education and PSHE.) 

Economic and industrial understanding 

Mentoring 

Mentoring schemes 

National record of achievement 

Progress file(s) 

Pupil mentors 
Record(s) of achievement 



Careers education 

(The original searches on cross-curricular themes had already included the terms 
Careers Education, Careers Guidance and Careers Education and Guidance.) 

Career choice(s) 

Career exploration 
Career management 
Careers advice 
Career(s) planning 
Careers support 
Connexions 
Connexions services 
Guidance 

Labour market information 
Self development 



Vocational education 

Employment training 
Increased Flexibility Programme 
Lifelong learning 
Prevocational courses 
Pre vocational education 
Prevocational training 
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Sandwich courses 
School to work transition 
Vocational courses 
Vocational education 
Vocational training 

Attitudes AND Work related terms 
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Appendix 3 - Glossary of themes 



Relevance 

The theme of relevance considers pupils’ perceptions and constructions of rele- 
vance in the curriculum. It encompasses: 

• the relative importance of subjects (including subject rankings) 

• perceptions of subject status within the curriculum 

• academic and vocational relevance (including instrumental/utilitarian views) 

• the appropriateness of the curriculum to current life needs (e.g. to personal 
development) 

• the relevance of the curriculum to adult life 

• the appropriateness of the context in which subjects are taught, or the contexts 
to which they refer. 

It also includes what pupils value in the curriculum, e.g. using computers. The 
theme is often associated with gender in the research findings. 

Enjoyment 

Research on pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum encompasses pupils’ subject 
likes and dislikes and their engagement, motivation, enthusiasm and interest in the 
different parts of the curriculum. Various ‘measures’ of enjoyment are consid- 
ered, including likes, dislikes, favourites, positive attitudes and measures of 
ability and confidence in order to reveal pupils’ affinity towards subjects. The 
theme is often associated with gender and age in the research findings. 

Teaching and learning 

This category takes account of the research pertaining to teaching and learning 
processes and pupils’ views on the best conditions for learning. It embraces 
research on ability groupings, single-sex teaching and what pupils value in a 
teacher and in teaching styles (e.g. lessons that are fun, environment of trust, etc). 
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Activity preferences 



This category encompasses pupils’ preferences for certain types of activity within 
subject areas. For example, reading and writing within English, speaking and lis- 
tening in modern foreign languages and so on. Whilst some activities are 
subject-specific, others span subject areas - for example, practical activity and 
investigative work. 

Subject preferences 

The theme of subject preferences and choice includes pupils’ rank ordering of 
preferred subjects (usually in terms of their most favourite and least favourite 
subjects) and their choice of subjects for key stage 4. It includes findings on fac- 
tors influencing choice and the subjects that pupils would like to have studied but 
perhaps did not have the option to do so. 

Pupils’ understanding of National Curriculum 
subject areas 

Pupils’ understanding of National Curriculum subject areas includes findings 
relaying perceptions of their actual understanding in various subjects, as well as 
constructions of what the subject means, or how it relates to their understanding in 
other realms. 

Cross-curricular themes 

Cross-curricular themes and skills include areas of the curriculum such as PSHE, 
citizenship, key skills, environmental understanding, economic awareness, cul- 
tural understanding and so on. The research includes findings on these areas as 
discrete provision (e.g. PSHE lessons) or as themes within the curriculum (taught 
through other subject areas). Research on careers education and work-related 
learning is now categorised separately. 
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Careers education and work-related learning 



The topics included within careers education and work-related learning link 
closely to the DfES and QCA ‘definitions’ of work-related learning as ‘learning 
through’, ‘about’ and ‘for’ work. The category on careers education pertains to 
this kind of learning specifically ‘through’ careers education lessons and guidance 
and covers learning ‘about’ and ‘for’ the full gamut of options available at 16. It 
includes sub-themes on: 

• careers education lessons 

• individual careers guidance 

• sources of information about careers and post- 16 routes 

• knowledge about and attitudes towards post- 16 routes 

• careers skills (including preparation for post- 16 routes and decision making). 

Work-related learning includes sub-themes, again related to the notions of learn- 
ing ‘through’, ‘about’ and ‘for’ work: 

• work experience and work-based learning programmes 

• knowledge about and attitudes towards work 

• skills for work (including preparation for working life) 

• views on the vocational curricula 

• attitudes to self, school and learning as a result of work-related learning. 



Assessment 

Included in the theme on pupils’ experiences and perceptions of assessment are 
findings relating to national assessment (e.g. GCSEs, SATs, National Curriculum 
tests), teacher and classroom assessment or testing, issues relating to stress and 
self-esteem, feedback and the format of assessment (e.g. course work, examina- 
tions, portfolios, continuous assessment, modular courses) and types of questions 
asked (e.g. multiple choice, long answers etc). 
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Achievement and ability 



The combined themes of achievement and ability include pupils’ views on the fac- 
tors associated with success and achievement; what pupils regard as success; the 
effort they are prepared to expend (or otherwise) in their work; views on progress 
- self-reports and awareness of their own progress and the factors involved in 
‘making progress’; confidence in their academic performance; ability rankings 
against peers and the labels and values that pupils associate with different levels 
of ability. 

Manageability 

The theme of manageability considers pupils’ perceptions of the level of difficulty 
in their work and the amount of work that they are required to do. Included here 
are findings on various aspects of curriculum delivery that impact on manageabil- 
ity such as pace, pupil groupings, setting by ability and differentiation. 

Continuity and progression 

This theme embraces research on pupils’ experiences of continuity and progres- 
sion within the curriculum year-on-year and as such highlights implications for 
continuity at the transition between phases of schooling and between the various 
key stages. It also includes research on continuity within subjects lesson-to-lesson 
and pupils’ experiences of follow-on, build-on or making progress within cur- 
riculum subject areas. 

Other researchers’ ‘definitions’ of continuity and progression include: 

Continuity is concerned with the ways in which the educational system facili- 
tates and structures experience to provide sufficient challenge and progress for 
pupils in a recognisable curricular landscape. (Braund and Driver, 2005, p.77) 

Progression describes pupils ’personal journeys through education and the var- 
ious ways in which they acquire, hone, apply and develop their skills, knowledge 
and understanding in increasingly challenging situations. (Braund and Driver, 
2005, p.77) 
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Breadth and balance 



This theme pertains to research on breadth and balance across the whole curricu- 
lum and within curriculum subject areas. Included here are findings on the amount 
of curriculum time afforded to different subject or curriculum areas, the balance 
between ‘academic’ and the more ‘practical’ subjects in the curriculum and the 
breadth of subject options available, particularly in the key stage 4 curriculum. 
Findings within subject areas relate to the range of activities or topics covered 
(e.g. within PE or science) and also consider the issue of breadth versus depth. 



Coherence across the curriculum 

Research on the theme of coherence covers pupils’ learning experience in terms of 
connections across the whole curriculum and internal coherence within subject 
areas. Included here are findings on pupils’ recognition (or lack thereof) of inter- 
connections between subject areas (in terms of content knowledge and skills) and 
the benefits or disadvantages of ‘connectedness’. 

Curriculum change 

This category was originally intended to consider pupils’ experiences of curricu- 
lum change since the introduction of the National Curriculum (i.e. early 1990s 
research may have captured this). As the length of time from this date (1988) 
increases, the research in this field has inevitably dwindled. However, with the 
introduction of other initiatives and changes to the curriculum throughout the 
1990s, other research has also been included here (for example, on the literacy 
hour). 



Out-of-school influences 

This category takes account of the out-of-school experiences that are seen to 
influence pupils’ attitudes or understanding in the curriculum. Areas of influence 
include magazines, media, friends, parents, participation in out-of-school sports 
and so on. 
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Perceptions of effects and outcomes 



Research in this category entails the gathering of pupils’ perceptions of the effects 
and outcomes of education on themselves. It emerged as a theme in the research 
part way through the review process, as curriculum-based research involving 
pupils’ views on the impacts of education on themselves was identified. 



Values education 

This theme considers pupils’ experiences and perceptions of values education per 
se as imparted by the curriculum, e.g. social and moral messages (beyond that 
associated with citizenship and PSHE which are reported under cross-curricular 
themes). It also includes findings from the curriculum-based research which relay 
how the school environment and ethos contribute to pupils’ value sets. 

Key background variables 

This category encompasses a set of underlying variables in the research. Areas 
identified as key to the findings in some research include pupils’ gender, age, eth- 
nicity, level of ability, special educational needs, social or economic status, as 
well as school type (e.g. mixed-sex or single-sex) and the region/location of the 
research. 
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Appendix 4 - Substantive typology 



1. Breadth and balance (zl) 1 

2. Coherence across the curriculum (z2) 

3. Continuity and progression (z3) 

4. Relevance (z4 and zl lb) 

5. Enjoyment (z5) 

6. Manageability (z6) 

7. Views on assessment (z7) 

a) national assessment (z7a) 

b) teacher/classroom assessment (z7b) 

c) stress and self-esteem (z7c) 

d) feedback (z7d) 

e) format of assessment (z7e) 

8. Views on achievement (z8); views on ability (z9) 

9. Cross-curricular themes and skills (zlO) 

1 0. Values education (z 1 1 ) 

11. Perceptions of effects and outcomes of education (z 1 8) 

12. Views on curriculum change (z 12) 

13. S ubj ect preferences and choice (z 1 3 ) 

14. Activity preferences (zl4) 

15. Teaching and learning (styles, processes) (zl lc) 

16. Pupil understanding of National Curriculum subject areas (zl5) 

17. Out-of-school influences on pupils’ attitudes to curriculum (z 16) 

1 8. Pupil perception data for school improvement and school effectiveness (z 1 le) 2 

19. Careers education (z 19) 

a) Careers education (z 19a) 

b) Individual careers guidance (zl9b) 

c) Sources of information on careers and post- 16 routes (zl9c) 

d) Knowledge about and attitudes towards post- 16 routes (zl9d) 

e) Careers skills (zl9e) 

20. Work-related learning (z20) 

a) Work experience (z20a) 

b) Views on the vocational curriculum and associated qualifications (z20b) 

c) Knowledge about work (z20c) 

d) Skills for work (z20d) 

e) Impact on attitudes towards self, school and learning (z20e) 
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21. Key variables: (z 17) 

a) gender (zl7a) 

b) age (zl7b) 

c) ethnicity (zl7c) 

d) SEN (zl7d) 

e) social class/socio-economic status (zl7e) 

f) school type (zl7f) 

g) region (zl7g) 

h) ability (zl7h) 



Notes 



1 Numbers in brackets (z. . .) refer to codes used in the original typology on the database. 

2 Not reported here. 
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Appendix 5 - Methodology typology 



(a) Broad type of methodological approach 

1 . Quantitative survey 

la. quantitative methods only (e.g. exam results), no survey 

2. Quantitative case study 

3. Qualitative case study 

4. Qualitative survey 

5. Case study with quantitative and qualitative data 

6. Survey with quantitative and qualitative data 

7. Both case study and survey 

8. Literature review 

(b) Data collection methods (not mutually 
exclusive) 

1 . rating scales 

2. observation 

3. individual interviews 

4. pair interviews 

5. group interviews/discussions/focus groups 

6. questionnaire 

7. open-ended questions 

8. task-based research 

9. evaluation sheets 

10. test results 

1 1 . pre- and post-measures 

(c) Pupil numbers 

1 . not specified 

2. under 50 

3. 50-100 

4. 101-250 

5. 251-750 
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6. 751-1500 

7. 1501-3000 

8. 3001+ 

(d) School numbers 

1. i 

2. 2-5 

3. 6-10 

4. 11-20 

5. 21-50 

6. 50+ 



(e) Year Group 


l. 


Y1 


2. 


Y2 


3. 


Y3 


4. 


Y4 


5. 


Y5 


6. 


Y6 


7. 


Y7 


8. 


Y8 


9. 


Y9 


10. 


Y10 


11. 


Yll 


12. 


includes post- 16 


13. 


other/not specified 


14. 


retrospective views 


(f) Duration 


l. 


one-off 



2. longitudinal cohort study 

3. repeated measures (e.g. phases, repeated instruments but with different 
pupils etc) 
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4. 1 term 

5. 1 year 

6. 2 years 

7. 3 years 

8. 3-5 years 

9. 5+years 

(g) Background variables (as presented in 
reports) 

1 . gender 

2. age 

3. ethnicity 

4. SEN 

5. social class/socio-economic status 

6. school type 

7. region 

8. ability 

9. post- 1 6 destination 

(p) Purpose 

1 . Classroom experience/learning 

2. Curriculum delivery and content 

3. GCSE/assessment 

4. Motivation and achievement 

5. Pupil voice on effectiveness 

6. School experience 

7. Other 

(s) Subject 

1. All subjects 

2. Art 

3. Arts (The) 

4. Careers education 
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5. Citizenship 

6. Drama 

7. English 

8. Environmental education 

9. Geography 

Earth science 

10. History 

11. IT 

12. Mathematics 

13. Modern Languages 

French 

German 

14. Music 

15. PE 

16. PSHE 

17. RE 

18. Sciences 

Astronomy 

Biology 

Chemistry 

Physics 

19. Technology (including Design and Technology) 

20. Work experience 

2 1 . Work-related learning 
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Appendix 6 



Selected examples of methodologies employed 
in the research 



Reference 


Methodological approach and comments 


Duffield et al. (2000) 


Pupil groups were arranged in order to aid manageability 
of the research. The single-sex, similar attainment level 
groupings were formed in order to facilitate ease of 
discussion, not, as in other cases, to draw contrasts by 
attainment or gender. 


Fielding et al. (1999) 


Part of the body of research identified on the use of pupil 
perception data to effect change. The researchers discuss 
methodological questions concerning the adult/interviewer 
interpretation of primary pupil perceptions and how these 
can best be resolved. Discrepancies in methodology/data 
transcription and differences between the different 
researcher-pairs are noted and considered. 


Fisher and Evans (2000) 


This study used pre- and post-event tests and 
questionnaires to gauge the impact of a French exchange 
visit on competence and attitudes. A match-group of 
pupils not participating in the exchange also completed 
the tests and questionnaires (similar to having a control 
group). The study points out that while the impact of 
foreign visits has been investigated at sixth form and 
university level, there is little research in this field with 
pupils in key stages 3 or 4. In addition, few other studies 
seeking pupils’ views seem to use this quasi-experimental 
approach (i.e. with a ‘control’ group - one other recent 
example is Nundy (1999)). 


Francis and Greer (1999b) 


A study to develop statistical analysis techniques, in the 
field of pupils’ attitudes towards science, with gender and 
age specifically input at the methodology stage. The 
researchers suggest that their instrument, using the 20 
‘affective domain’ items, gives a coherent picture of pupils’ 
attitudes, independent of their cognitive and behavioural 
perceptions of science. 
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Reference (cont’d) 


Methodological approach and comments (cont’d) 


Harland et al. (2000) 


This study takes a different methodological approach from 
many other studies, in that the interviewees in the case- 
study schools were not selected as a sub-sample of the 
survey pupils. In many other studies, the opposite would 
seem to be true - an interview sub-sample being taken 
from the main survey sample. 


McCallum and Demie (2001) 


This study highlights the use of Census data as a wealth 
of available information for educational research - 
especially on social class and other background details. 
The Census information holds data on home district, 
which is not accounted for in the measure of free school 
meals more usually used. Census information on home 
ownership, educational qualifications, unemployment, 
ethnicity and overcrowding is thought to enhance existing 
information normally held by schools. Further work using 
a wider postcode range is suggested, in order to explore 
the use of Census data and its viability as a tool in 
educational research. 


McCallum et al. (2000) 


This study piloted a method to investigate young pupils’ 
views on themselves as learners, by using four 
statements written on four cards. The statements 
described how children learn: ‘teachers stand in front of 
the class and tell them things’; ‘they start to think about 
what other people are saying’; ‘they are given the chance 
to experiment and use apparatus’; ‘their brains are ready’. 
Pupils were asked to respond in various ways to each 
card and finally to make up their own similar statement to 
best describe how they learnt. 


Murray and Reiss (2005) 


A student-led review of the science curriculum. A web- 
based questionnaire was designed by 16-19 year olds 
who had completed their GCSEs the summer before. The 
consultation process involved: suggestions for questions 
from over 350 students at regional meetings; a national 
student group to finalise the questionnaire and a student 
group who helped with analysis and reporting. A total of 
1493 responses were obtained from young people within 
six weeks of posting on the web. 
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Reference (cont’d) 


Methodological approach and comments (cont’d) 


Osborne and Collins (2000) 


One of the few studies to mention its intention to be 
representative of the population by taking samples from 
across the country. Interview data was analysed using a 
computer software package to identify themes and issues. 
Interestingly, this is one of the few items of recent 
research in science to draw out themes based on the 
pupils’ words (such as relevance, rushed curriculum, 
topics of interest, content-dominated curriculum), rather 
than the more generic terms such as ‘interest’, 

‘enjoyment’, ‘importance’ prevalent in other items. 


Pell and Jarvis (2001) 


A study to develop reliable attitude scales for use in 
science. A pilot revealed reliable scales for liking school, 
pupil as an independent investigator, science enthusiast, 
the social context of science and science as a difficult 
subject. 


Rickinson (1999) 


This study’s methodology involved looking for the best 
way into and through the data. The study was based on 
observations, impression sheets and interviews with 
pupils on people-environment issues in geography. The 
approach involved finding a ‘values-rich’ or ‘controversial 
issues’ lesson on which to base the analysis. A five-step 
process then emerged as the most appropriate way 
through the data, involving analysis of the lesson for 
teacher and pupil interaction, task-rich aspects, subject- 
rich interaction and then comparing and contrasting 
teacher and pupil data. The researcher asks whether 
values-rich episodes might be a more useful unit of 
analysis than such lessons. He also highlights the need to 
base further research on pupil-responses-first as opposed 
to using teacher-responses-first, against which to 
measure other responses. 


Sanderson (2001) 


This study aims to develop reliable attitude scales in 
dance. Factor analysis and SPSS were employed to 
analyse the pilot scales, from which four groups of 
statements were declared reliable: ballet, dance and 
dancers in general, male dancers and dance 
performances. 
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